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“There are three ways of influencing a person: blackmail, vodka, or the threat of murder.”

—VLADIMIR PUTIN, AS QUOTED IN SOVERSHENNO SEKRETNO, FEBRUARY 1, 2000

“Man is not what he thinks he is, he is what he hides.”

—ANDRÉ MALRAUX
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INTRODUCTION

VLADIMIR LENIN IS OFTEN CREDITED WITH coining the phrase “useful idiot” to describe the shallow thinkers in the West who did the Communist Party’s bidding without realizing it. During the Cold War, liberals consistently lived down to the stereotype that they were Soviet dupes, too gullible and weak-minded to see they were buying the rope that would hang them, as Lenin put it. With each passing day, it becomes more and more difficult to avoid the conclusion that the current president of the United States, Donald J. Trump, is either hiding something when it comes to the Kremlin, or simply one of its useful idiots. Neither conclusion is comforting.

In the halls of Congress and in the office of Special Counsel Robert Mueller, investigations are underway to determine whether Trump or members of his campaign and administration colluded with Russia to influence the 2016 presidential election. The answer appears more and more likely to be a resounding yes. A hoax or fake news, counters Trump, who peddles a shameless conspiracy theory that it was all cooked up by a “deep state” trying to stage a quiet coup and expel a president democratically elected by angry voters who sent him to burn the corrupt Washington establishment to the ground. The GOP-led House Intelligence Committee’s 14-month investigation found no collusion; the Senate’s investigation and the special counsel’s roll on. Hyped by the press, diminished by the president’s defenders, and analyzed by legions of armchair pundits and self-styled investigators, the Russia issue has split the country right down the middle, with half of all Americans believing that the Trump campaign did collude with Russia.

So divisive is this issue that it obscures the very real and very alarming fact that Vladimir Putin directed an information warfare campaign aimed at influencing the outcome of the 2016 presidential election. This is grave stuff, not fake news, but rather the sobering conclusion of the heads of the FBI, CIA, and NSA, as well as Special Counsel Mueller’s crack team of prosecutors. Acting on Putin’s orders, Russian intelligence broke into the networks of the Clinton campaign and the Democratic Party and stole thousands of emails, which were then released to WikiLeaks. At the same time, a shadowy Internet group based in St. Petersburg, Russia, directed employees to pose as Americans online and use social media to help Trump’s chances and manipulate the 2016 election.

The battle is engaged. America is under attack by a foreign adversary, and for the first time in its history, this country has not responded. With more attacks sure to come in the 2018 midterm elections and the 2020 presidential election, government response of some kind is required, yet the commander in chief remains either unable or unwilling to do anything about it. President Trump rails on about witch hunts and hoaxes, and mocks the very intelligence agencies tasked with figuring out how to repel this assault on American democracy.

Despite Trump’s pugilism, however, there has been one man he has not crossed: Vladimir Putin. Their relationship can be distilled to quiet admiration from afar. “I think [Trump] is an experienced person, a businessman with very extensive experience,” Putin told NBC News personality Megyn Kelly during an interview in March 2018, “and he understands that if you need to partner with someone you must treat your future or current partner with respect, otherwise nothing will come of it. I think this is a purely pragmatic approach.”1

Trump for his part has not been shy about his admiration for Russia’s longtime president, whom he has called “a leader far more than our president [Obama] has been.” Just a few months before Putin’s NBC News interview, Trump acknowledged his belief that Putin and Russia did not interfere with the 2016 elections: “[Putin] said he didn’t meddle. He said he didn’t meddle. I asked him again. You can only ask so many times. Every time he sees me, he says, ‘I didn’t do that.’ And I believe, I really believe, that when he tells me that, he means it. I think he is very insulted by it.”2

Trump’s friendly history with Russia stretches back decades, to when Trump Tower first began taking on tenants after opening in 1983. From the beginning, the Russian Mafiya made Trump Tower a base for their skulduggery, a trend that continued when Trump built his Taj Mahal casino in Atlantic City. When that venture failed, and Trump spent the latter part of the 1990s bankrupt, he turned again to the Russians, hoping to sell them on a Trump Tower in Moscow. The Russian capital became such a favored travel and business destination for the Trump family that Eric Trump once quipped to a friend of the family, who reported it later, “We have all the funding we need out of Russia…[W]e go there all the time.”3

That affinity has long gone both ways. Russian oligarchs, criminal masterminds, and Kremlin-linked officials have been drawn to Trump and his properties for years. But prior to the 2016 presidential election, those connections, nearly all of them shady, remained behind a curtain. With Trump’s candidacy came more audacious attempts by high-powered Russians to assist him in his run, by reaching out with numerous offers of secret back channels, dirt, and hacked emails. While this book does not deeply dive into some of the more recent examples (the Seychelles meeting between Trump and Putin associates to establish a back channel between the two presidents) or more obscure intrigues now being dredged up (Trump’s phone call to Putin congratulating him on his election victory), it does lay out a comprehensive historical narrative of this relationship. The problem with this story isn’t that there’s a lack of material. Rather, there’s far too much of it to go into every aspect in great detail, with new items of interest emerging at a breakneck pace. As I write this, news that Trump has dismissed Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (via Twitter, of course) is making the rounds, only a day after Tillerson had broken ranks with the administration to blame Russia for the poisoning of an ex–Russian spy in England. So is news that the Trump administration has finally announced Russia sanctions on the Moscow-based Internet Research Agency team for their election interference, the first time Trump, in his role as U.S. president, has ever punished Russia for meddling in the 2016 presidential election. At some point, my editor and I agreed that, barring revelations like these that we felt were groundbreaking, we would need to cease adding new items. To write a “definitive history” that is still writing itself may seem ambitious, but what most people need to know right now is how all this was even able to happen. What this book represents, then, is a primer that accounts for all the essential information anyone curious about this subject would need to know about the Trump-Russia scandal, as well as many of the side-stories that have formed along its periphery.

The Trump-Russia story keeps advancing at such a pace that it’s easy to forget all that happened in the first year of the Trump presidency: a former national security advisor pleaded guilty to federal charges of lying to the FBI about his contacts with the Russian ambassador; the president fired his FBI director, James Comey; the very next day, he told the same Russian ambassador in the White House that firing Comey relieved great pressure that the FBI’s Russia investigation had placed on him; a campaign aide pleaded guilty to lying about contacts with people connected to the Russian government who told him that Russia had “dirt” on Hillary Clinton and “thousands of emails”; and we learned another campaign aide was the subject of a year-long secret surveillance warrant because the FBI suspected that he was acting as a foreign agent for Russia.

At the time of this writing, while the House has wrapped up its investigation, Mueller’s investigation is ongoing, and there are many reasons to believe that we have a long way to go before any final conclusions are reached. The collusion narrative is far from dead. The evidence continues to build. Russian intelligence has an indisputable reputation for their expertise in the black arts of espionage, which has often been used to acquire kompromat (“compromising material”) for blackmailing. Trump’s boorish behavior has made him uniquely vulnerable to blackmail and extortion, as was shown by the $130,000 hush payment made in the weeks before the election to porn star Stormy Daniels to silence her from speaking out about their affair. Members of Trump’s campaign and his own son, Don Jr., showed a willingness to collude with offers of “dirt” or hacked emails stolen by Russia, a foreign adversary. There were numerous efforts, including some by Trump’s campaign chairman and Trump’s son-in-law, to set up private communication channels with politically connected Russians. This behavior deserves condemnation; whether it rises to the level of a crime is another matter.

At the very least, this behavior fits the narrative of collusion perfectly. It’s certainly not the actions of the falsely accused. Innocent parties use the facts to show how they don’t fit the conclusion. Members of Trump’s team, when confronted with the facts, have reflexively lied, even to the FBI, and destroyed evidence, while at the same time attacking anyone who might hold them accountable as haters and Clinton stooges. Still, the questions persist. Why would a presidential nominee trying to appeal to jingoists in the reddest states in America be working equally as hard to stay friendly with the Kremlin? There has been no answer to this question.

Trump has emphatically insisted that he has no business in Russia. “Russia has never tried to use leverage over me,” he declared on Twitter. “I HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH RUSSIA—NO DEALS, NO LOANS, NO NOTHING!”4 While Trump would have the American public take him at his word, there is much about Trump’s businesses and his personal affairs that he does not want us to know. This, after all, is the first president to withhold his tax returns since Watergate. Trump also refused to put his businesses into a blind trust, handing the Trump Organization over to his sons, who have participated in varying degrees in his administration. People with stories to tell have been paid or ordered to keep quiet. Much like his campaign, the president behaves like a man with something to hide.

The material gathered in this book is based on more than 100 interviews I have conducted since Trump’s presidential campaign began. It includes conversations with many state and federal law enforcement agents, some of whom have never spoken on this subject before. In addition, I have reviewed thousands of pages of court documents, business records, congressional hearings, FBI files, and other records obtained under the Freedom of Information Act to tell the story of Trump’s murky business dealings to bring Russian money into his pockets. Some of this material I previously posted on my website trump-russia.com. As long as this investigation continues and more material is uncovered, I will continue to document it even after this book goes to press.



—

ONE CRITICAL FACTOR IN THE Trump-Russia scandal is the role the Russian Mafiya played within it. While various media outlets have touched upon these relationships, I have further detailed them here to give readers a chance to understand just how tightly this shadowy web of intrigue entangles. To provide a taste of what I mean, take the case of how two Russian gun rights enthusiasts worked their way into Trump’s inner circle. It begins with Alexander Porfirievich Torshin, the 54-year-old silver-haired deputy of the Central Bank of Russia and former chairman of Russia’s upper house of parliament, the Federation Council. Torshin was a suspected boss of the Taganskaya Mafiya organization. A lengthy investigation carried out by José Grinda, the famed Spanish anti-corruption prosecutor and bête noire of the Russian Mafiya, found Torshin used his connections in the political, financial, and criminal worlds to help amass an ill-gotten fortune.5

On wiretaps, Grinda’s team of Spanish investigators discovered that members of the Taganskaya referred to Torshin as “Godfather.” Grinda’s investigators also overheard Torshin and a Mafiya-affiliated former oil executive discuss how to coerce a Russian bank director into approving the transfer of millions of dollars into Mallorcan real estate. Not only did Torshin have links to the Russian Mafiya, but he was tied to Russian security services. He served on the country’s National Anti-Terrorism Committee, a government council that included the director of the Federal Security Service (FSB), the Russian intelligence service that succeeded the KGB. He was best known in Russia for leading the official inquiry into the 2004 Beslan school siege that left 334 dead, more than half of them children. Torshin’s review blamed terrorists for the deaths. An independent review by the European Court of Human Rights contradicted that finding by concluding that Russian authorities overreacted by using tanks and flamethrowers to storm the school.

Torshin exemplified the typical corrupt politician who was more concerned with bettering his financial standing than bettering the lives and safety of his country’s citizens. Where he comes into the orbit of Trump is a bizarre connection to the National Rifle Association (NRA), itself representative of a new breed of dupe for Russia: the useful idiots of the American right. Not long after Trump’s election to the office of the American presidency, two Washington Post journalists published an investigation into the common cause between right-wing American movements and their Russian equivalents, including same-sex marriage opponents, Christian fundamentalists, and gun-rights enthusiasts. Among the individuals highlighted by the article was George Kline Preston, a Nashville-based lawyer who had a long history of conducting business in Russia and who kept in his office both a white porcelain bust of Russian president Vladimir Putin and a portrait by a Russian painter of George Washington.6

Preston’s interest in Russia led him to Torshin, who had done some pro–gun rights lobbying around Moscow. Wanting to help Torshin’s cause, Preston introduced the Mafiya Godfather to David Keene, the NRA’s president and former chairman of the American Conservative Union. Delighted by his new Russian friend, Keene published an editorial in his newspaper written by Torshin, who revealed that he was an NRA “Life Member” and extolled the virtues of the late Russian creator of the AK-47.

The following year, Keene traveled to Russia for a conference hosted by The Right to Bear Arms, a new Russian group dedicated to gun rights formed by a woman named Maria Butina, an attractive 25-year-old gun enthusiast with striking red hair. Having the head of the NRA pay a visit to their smaller, nascent, almost insignificant Russian counterpart was like Steve Jobs’s famed 1985 visit to the Soviet Union where he hoped to sell Macs. It was “like an answer from one side,” Butina said.7 In 2014, Butina and Torshin brought a politically connected NRA figure named Paul Erickson to speak at an open forum in Moscow. Erickson “had participated in every GOP presidential primary campaign since 1980,” former Reagan official Ralph Benko wrote, “and was Pat Buchanan’s presidential campaign manager in 1992. He is a sort of ‘secret master of the political universe’ known almost exclusively to the cognoscenti.”8 Butina became friendly with Erickson, and they went into business together.9 Butina brought a delegation of NRA members to Moscow, where they met up with Dmitry Rogozin, the deputy prime minister in charge of Russia’s defense industry, and a subject of U.S. sanctions, to shoot guns.

In Las Vegas in July 2015, Butina attended the Trump FreedomFest rally where she addressed the mogul candidate herself, and took the opportunity to ask about his foreign policies toward Russia. “Do you want to continue the politics of sanctions that are damaging both economies?” Butina asked. Trump replied: “I know Putin, and I’ll tell you what, we’ll get along with Putin…I believe I would get along very nicely with Putin, OK? I mean, where we have the strength. I don’t think you’d need the sanctions. I think that we would get along very, very well.”10

Torshin, meanwhile, used his years of accumulated contacts to make a push into the Trump campaign in 2016. A top campaign aide received an email informing him that Torshin had proposed a meeting between Vladimir Putin and Trump. The subject line of the email, turned over to Senate investigators, read, “Russian backdoor overture and dinner invite.” The proposal reached senior levels of the Trump campaign before Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law, rejected it. “Pass on this,” Kushner said, according to his attorney’s letter to the Senate Judiciary Committee. “Most likely these people then go back home and claim they have special access to gain importance for themselves. Be careful.”11

That should have shut the door on Torshin, Butina, and Erickson’s efforts to cozy up to Trump. Instead Erickson wrote a different email to Rick Dearborn, a Trump campaign veteran and future White House Deputy Chief of Staff for Policy. In the email, titled “Subject: Kremlin Connection,” Erickson wrote that Russia was “quietly but actively seeking a dialogue with the U.S.,” and would use the NRA’s annual convention in Louisville, Kentucky, to make “first contact.” The email did not name Torshin, but described him as “President Putin’s emissary on this front.” “Putin is deadly serious about building a good relationship with Mr. Trump,” Erickson continued. “He wants to extend an invitation to Mr. Trump to visit him in the Kremlin before the election. Let’s talk through what has transpired and Senator Jeff Sessions’s advice on how to proceed.” (Sessions has said he does not recall the outreach.)12

Torshin shared a dinner table with the president’s son Don Jr. at the NRA convention in Louisville, Kentucky, in May 2016. Don Jr. is an avid hunter and the two are said to have chatted about guns. Several Trump campaign consultants attended Butina’s costume-party birthday celebration in Washington, DC, and she was on hand at the invitation-only Freedom Ball to celebrate Donald Trump’s swearing-in as president of the United States. Torshin and Butina were finally to get their chance to meet the newly sworn-in president in February 2017 at the National Prayer Breakfast. At the last minute, however, their hopes were dashed when an alert White House national security aide noticed Torshin’s name and flagged him for his suspected ties to organized crime.

Torshin and Butina likely wouldn’t even have gotten to that kind of proximity to Trump if it weren’t for their connections to the NRA, which spent $30 million to support Trump in the 2016 elections, three times as much as the gun-rights group gave to Republican Mitt Romney four years earlier. In January 2018, McClatchyDC reported that the origin of the NRA’s suddenly swollen bank account was an item of interest in Special Counsel Mueller’s investigations into the Russian scandal.13 The FBI is reportedly investigating whether money for the NRA’s donations to the Trump campaign came from Torshin himself, which, if true, would make the NRA guilty of the criminal act of taking foreign money for election campaign funds. Guilty, that is, of collusion.



—

TRUMP ISN’T THE ONLY PRESIDENT to have ties to organized crime or to have Mafiosi attempt an acquaintanceship. Recently unearthed documents revealed that President Nixon’s close friend Charles “Bebe” Rebozo was described by the FBI as a “non-member associate of organized crime figures” and reportedly ran a Mob-linked bank. John F. Kennedy shared a mistress with Sam Giancana, the boss of the Chicago syndicate. The woman, Judith Campbell Exner, said she arranged meetings between the two men both before and after Kennedy’s election to the White House, and carried envelopes of their correspondences back and forth. But the critical difference between presidents past and the current one is that Trump may be the only president to have been helped by criminals with ties to prominent officials within a foreign power.

Just as the CIA conspired with the American Mafia to try to kill Fidel Castro, the Russian state has used its gangsters when it suited them. In Soviet days, criminals were kept in the shadows, but the chaos that followed the collapse of the USSR saw Russia’s gangsters emerge into the daylight and take their place in the new ruling class of the country. This new power structure, a loose and shifting network of alliances among bureaucrats, spies, oligarchs, and criminals, may be difficult for Americans to understand, but in Russia the lines blur between business, politics, and crime far more than they do in the West.

José Grinda, the Spanish anti-corruption prosecutor who uncovered Alexander Torshin’s status as a Godfather, said in a closed-door briefing that he considered Russia to be a virtual “Mafia state.” In Russia, he said, one cannot tell the difference between the activities of the government and those of its organized-crime groups. Grinda believed that organized crime in Russia is controlled by the country’s security services. Unlike terrorists who want to eliminate the state, Russian organized crime seeks to complement it.14

The Russian Mafiya and the role it plays in the country’s affairs are critical to understanding both the allegations of collusion levied against the Trump campaign and Russia’s meddling in the U.S. election. Russia’s political culture is very much one of opportunism. Just as his Soviet predecessors did, Vladimir Putin saw the Russian Mafiya as an asset that could be used to his advantage in his country’s adventures abroad. At the same time, the Russian Mafiya was also on the lookout for opportunities to impress the inner circles of power surrounding Vladimir Putin. “If you can get a line into the Trump campaign and the slightest crack in the sanctions regime, then you will curry favor with the political leadership,” Mark Galeotti, a senior researcher at the Institute of International Relations in Prague and one of the foremost experts on the Russian Mafiya, told me.

It is the Russian Mafiya’s connections to both the Kremlin and now the White House that are at the heart of the Trump-Russia collusion scandal. This is not a book of conspiracy theories—clear evidence of attempted collusion, such as the June 2016 meeting at Trump Tower with the president’s son and a “Russian government lawyer” who had “dirt” on Hillary Clinton, actually happened. That meeting was only able to occur through the many connections the Trumps had to Russia, connections that are suspected to have led to Donald Trump’s ascendancy to the American presidency. And it all began at the same place that launched Trump’s career into the stratosphere: Trump Tower.
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1.

THE WORLD’S MOST TALKED ABOUT ADDRESS

THE NEW YORK TIMES HEADLINE GAVE away nothing of what was to come: “Bonwit Teller Building to Be Sold.”1 The real estate article, published on January 26, 1979, a Friday, was big enough Manhattan news to be included on the front page. The luxury department chain had been a fixture in the city since the turn of the century. For nearly 50 years, it had been headquartered in a Midtown building celebrated for its art deco design, including a 15-foot limestone relief depicting dancing nymphs. But despite varying degrees of success, including launching the career of designer Christian Dior, financial woes had caused the store to change owners. When it could no longer afford its mortgage, Bonwit Teller was forced to sell its celebrated flagship store to avoid bankruptcy. But while the deal, which included “the building, the leases on the land underneath, and the rights to use the name Bonwit Teller in New York City,” set the sun on an era for the seller, it dawned one anew for its buyer, a 32-year-old up-and-coming real estate developer named Donald J. Trump.

It was not his first appearance in the Times (a profile of Trump had been published by the paper in 1973),2 but it did foreshadow much about the dealings of a businessman who would only grow in notoriety: “Mr. Trump was reported by sources close to the deal to be considering replacing the present building with mixed-use structure similar to the Olympic Tower at 51st Street and Fifth Avenue, though probably larger, containing luxury condominiums, offices and boutiques.” As the Times noted, it was the latest in a spate of purchases by Trump, or as they termed it, “a series of dramatic maneuvers” that included, within a year, the purchase and remodeling of the city’s historic Commodore Hotel into the Grand Hyatt, and a senior role in helping the city select a site for a new convention center on the western terminus of Thirty-Fourth Street. The article noted how Trump was “considering” keeping the Bonwit Teller building.

Instead, the building was demolished. In a snub to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, to whom Trump had promised to donate the fresco of the dancing nymphs, he had them jackhammered instead. Despite the outcry, a spokesman identified as a vice president of the Trump Organization named John Baron claimed that the reliefs had been declared to be “without artistic merit,” after having thrice been appraised. Baron was later discovered to be a pseudonym that Trump used to pen the rebuttal himself.

Shortly after it opened to the public in 1983, I went with my mother to visit Trump Tower on the corner of Fifty-Seventh Street and Fifth Avenue, about as close to the heart of Manhattan as you could get. At that time, I was 13 years old and knew little about the tower’s namesake, save that he was a born-and-raised New Yorker like myself. Trump, who tore down the architecturally celebrated 12-story Bonwit Teller building to construct his staggering 58-story skyscraper, was far from an urban conservationist. But for a lifelong New Yorker like my mother, who could remember when other classic New York buildings, such as Penn Station, had been demolished for more contentious and hideous construction, this zigzagging dark glass edifice was something new, exciting even.

We arrived on a winter day, stepping through the entrance doors pulled open for us by livery-clad doormen. They looked like the Queen’s Guard at Buckingham Palace, minus the bearskin hats. We gawked at the six-story atrium, an enormous public space replete with its own artificial waterfall and lined with orange Italian marble that gave off a warm, inviting glow. We rode up and down the escalators and peered in the windows of shops offering Cartier watches and Buccellati jewelry. Like the baubles on display, the building was a place that anyone could visit but few could afford, which seemed to be the point. Trump spent $2 million promoting Trump Tower as the Manhattan pied-à-terre for the global superrich, pulling off a master class in media manipulation, sending out lavish brochures that proclaimed Trump Tower “the world’s most talked about address” and placing ads listing its premier tenants as the “World’s Great Merchants.” He also told New York magazine, in confidence, that Trump Tower had drawn the interest of the British monarchy. Prince Charles and his new bride, Princess Diana, were said to be mulling the purchase of a $5 million, 21-room apartment in Trump Tower. “They’re negotiating, and they want to put money in Trump Tower down,” New York quoted a “source” as saying. “I was told it would be for their use when they visit this country.”3 As Trump revealed in his half-personal, half-business, co-written memoir The Art of the Deal, the whole tale was made up. Rather than attracting the likes of Prince Charles, however, Trump Tower attracted buyers of a different sort: those who preferred to keep the source of their incomes hidden.



—

WHILE TRUMP WAS BREAKING GROUND in Manhattan, bread was being broken across the East River, in Brooklyn. On a Saturday morning in the fall of 1980, a 24-year-old, up-and-coming member of the Colombo crime family named Michael Franzese entered a Brooklyn gas station for a meeting prearranged by one of his henchmen. Franzese—the intelligent and business-savvy son of underboss John “Sonny” Franzese—had recently entered the murky wholesale gasoline trade. He joined up with Lawrence Iorizzo, a 400-pound Long Island merchant who was masterminding a scam to cheat the government out of tax revenue from the sale of gasoline.

Franzese’s newfound business interests could not have been better timed.4 A trio of Russian business partners who were operating their own gas-tax scheme at several stations, and who needed help collecting debts and restoring their recently revoked wholesaler license, had approached his enforcer, who informed Franzese. Sensing an opportunity, Franzese agreed to meet them, though he had to stifle a laugh when the three Russian business partners walked in. One of them looked, as he put it later, “like a rug salesman who had just hit the lottery.”5

But as they talked, Franzese could tell that he was dealing with some cunning operators, including a scrawny, Woody Allen lookalike named David Bogatin. Franzese listened as the Russians described their operation, known as a daisy chain scam. Loopholes allowed corrupt distributors to defraud the government out of gas-tax revenue by moving money from one dummy petroleum handling company to the next right before declaring bankruptcy, creating a nightmare of a paper trail. It was similar to the operation Franzese and Iorizzo were running, but the Russians had figured it all out within a few years of arriving in a new country. While 27 cents was supposed to be paid to the government as excise tax fees, most of that money instead went into the pockets of Bogatin and his associates. And because they were able to sell gas at such a high volume, they could make a ton of money. Several former prosecutors and investigators told me that, conservatively, the scam generated a million dollars a week.

But it was not an easy racket to maintain. The Russians were having trouble getting people to pay debts. Shakedown artists were trying to get a cut of their operation and Bogatin was struggling to get his wholesaler license restored. As Franzese later told the U.S. Senate, Bogatin and his partners were eager to align themselves with someone who could make their problems go away. “Because of my association with organized crime, they believed me to be that person,” Franzese testified. “As it turned out, I was.”

Franzese proposed a deal. The Colombo family would provide Bogatin and his associates with protection from rival mob-run distributors and shakedown artists while lending them the muscle needed to collect on their debts. In addition, Franzese knew a guy in the State House in Albany who could get them their wholesaler gasoline license. Since the Colombo family would be taking most of the risk, Franzese wanted 75 percent of the illegal proceeds. Bogatin and his partners accepted the terms, cementing one of the most profitable partnerships between Russian organized criminals and one of New York’s original five Mafia families. Franzese made a fortune from the deal and became something of a tabloid celebrity. His sharp wardrobe and good looks earned him the nickname “the Yuppie Don.”6

A meeting between members of Russian and Italian organized crime was an indication of the times. During the 1970s, Brighton Beach—a neighborhood on the outer fringes of New York City, not far from Coney Island—became home to tens of thousands of Russian Jewish families after the Soviet Union allowed their emigration. The plight of Jews trapped in the Soviet Union, with its echoes of the Biblical tale of Jews in Egypt, had awakened the American Jewish establishment. The result was the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, which linked trade with Russia to freedom of emigration for Soviet Jews.

The streets of Brighton Beach soon became lined with Russian meat markets and restaurants, as well as nightclubs that catered to the neighborhood’s newest and sizable demographic. By the mid-1980s, an estimated 80,000 people from the Soviet Union had moved in, earning the neighborhood the nickname “Little Odessa.” (An earlier generation of Soviet Jews escaping the Holocaust had settled in Ocean Hill, Brooklyn, including Rae Kushner, grandmother to Jared Kushner.) The Trump name was well known to many Russians in Brighton Beach. Trump’s father, Fred, had built Trump Village, a seven-building complex in west Brighton Beach. (While other buildings in New York were removing the Trump name after their namesake was elected president, Trump Village residents were proud to be associated with him.)

The great majority of these new arrivals were hard-working, law-abiding citizens grateful for the opportunity to put their talents to work in the capitalist system. However, there was speculation in the U.S. intelligence community that the Kremlin began emptying its prisons in 1975 in order to rid the country of criminals, including many who still had ties to the black market back home. The FBI estimated that out of the 200,000 Soviet immigrants who arrived in the 1970s and 1980s, roughly 2,000 had served time in Soviet prisons.7 It was an idea that caught on—around the time Franzese was meeting with Bogatin and his men, Fidel Castro was sneaking similar state-punished malefactors onto the Mariel Harbor boatlift.

“They sent over all their shit,” said William Moschella, an FBI investigator who tracked the Russian Mafiya in the 1980s. “The Russians started emptying their prisons in 1975. The Cubans with the Mariel boatlift wasn’t for another few years.” Moschella then reiterated something the U.S. intelligence community would also claim, “I think before the Soviet Union hosted the 1980 Olympics, they wanted them gone.”8

Among those with a Soviet criminal record was Bogatin. Born into a Jewish family at the end of World War II in Saratov, a Soviet city on the Volga River, Bogatin later told an American reporter that his grandfather was a Talmudic scholar who had been imprisoned in the 1930s for his religion and was later murdered by fellow inmates. Bogatin’s father, who continued to practice his religion in private, spent 18 years in prison in Siberia. Bogatin himself had spoken to the reporter from a jail in Poland. But while incarceration ran in the family, Bogatin portrayed himself, like all Russian gangsters did, as a humble, hard-working businessman. He had served in the Soviet army for three years and spent 1966 as a military advisor for the North Vietnamese army before returning to Saratov, where he took on a job as a printer. In the mid-1970s, Bogatin, by then married with children, said he lost his job when he agreed to print clandestine material for Jewish dissidents. He told Franzese he had spent time in a Soviet prison before arriving in the United States in 1977 with only three dollars in his pocket.9

Criminals like Bogatin brought sophistication to the Russian immigrant underworld. The first stirrings of a Russian organized-crime element in 1970s New York were, by comparison, almost childlike in their simplicity. A group of Ukrainians from the Odessa region became known as the “Potato Bag Gang” after they set up a scamming operation in New York’s harbors. Posing as merchant seamen whose ships had just arrived in port, gang members would approach Soviet immigrants and show them what appeared to be antique gold rubles. Those who fell for it were sold what turned out to be a sack of potatoes.

Over the next few years, Franzese got to know Bogatin and his partners quite well. They were much more loosely organized than the Colombo family, clannish even, and would not hesitate to use violence against one of their own. Because Bogatin had done time in the hellish Soviet prison system, he was unintimidated by U.S. law enforcement. Soviet prison cells were dark, cold, spare of food and water, but abundant in abuse and torture; no American prison could measure up alongside any gulag. At the same time, Bogatin and his associates also seemed a bit in awe of the American Mafia and enjoyed the status their partnership brought them. The Russians admired money and deferred to the person they knew could bring them lots of it. “I found them to be intelligent, possessing remarkable business instincts that they would not hesitate to use for illegal gain,” Franzese said. For instance, when investigators came looking for the gas-tax money owed by Shoppers Marketing Inc., the gasoline wholesaler Bogatin and his associates fronted under, they were only able to locate a single owner: a drunken Polish immigrant who worked as a gas station attendant and spoke little English. He subsequently disappeared.

Every week, the Russians would deliver Franzese his share of the proceeds in paper bags that reeked of gasoline. Together the Russians and Lawrence Iorizzo skimmed a fortune that Iorizzo estimated at around a billion dollars.10 “To give you an idea how lucrative the gas tax business was,” Franzese told the Senate committee in a 1996 hearing on Russian organized crime, “it was not unusual for me to receive $9 million in cash per week from the Russians and Iorizzo.” With success, however, came new problems. Bogatin needed a place to launder all his newfound wealth. He eventually hit upon the idea of investing in expensive Manhattan real estate. And the property that attracted him most was the newly built Trump Tower.



—

ONE-THIRD OF THE TRUMP TOWER units sold were held in the names of foreign corporations, many of them registered in tax havens such as Panama and the Netherlands Antilles.11 Trump rolled out the welcome mat for such buyers. In fact, Trump Tower was one of only two buildings in New York City that allowed anonymous buyers (the other being the neighboring Olympic Tower).12 Jim E. Moody, a former deputy assistant director of the FBI, told me: “Trump Tower allowed people who wanted to hide their money to buy there because their names were never really published.” As a result, a rogue’s gallery of embezzlers and money launderers had no problem buying up units. One of Trump’s earliest buyers was Gino A. G. Bianchini, who was wanted in Italy on criminal charges of illegal export of currency and was pursued by several Italian banks for millions of dollars in outstanding loans. Another was Roberto Polo, a Cuban-born financier who had purchased six Trump Tower apartments under the names of offshore corporations, and was later the subject of a five-week international manhunt after being convicted, in multiple countries, of swindling investors out of $130 million.13 The Haitian dictator Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier owned a $1.625 million condo in Trump Tower purchased under a Panamanian shell company.14 This was to be the foundation of Trump’s business model for the rest of his career: as long as your money gave him a fig leaf of plausible deniability, he would take it with no questions asked.

These allowances are likely what drew the newly wealthy Bogatin to one of Manhattan’s most audacious pieces of real estate. Michael Markowitz, Bogatin’s Romanian-born partner in the gas-tax scam, explained to the FBI that “Bogatin was having problems with his wife and wanted to have an apartment should they separate.” Bogatin left behind a wife in Russia. In America, he married a tall, blond dominatrix, an ex-model from the Soviet Union who kept embarrassing him in front of his gangster friends. Markowitz then added a surprising detail: Bogatin had made the acquaintance of Donald Trump, who “talked him into purchasing five apartments in Trump Towers as an investment.”15

Bogatin purchased three condos in Trump Tower—45B, 52K, and 53B—on October 10, 1984, and acquired two more units—47A and 45A—shortly before Halloween. At one point, Franzese was considering buying condos in Trump Tower himself, and although he eventually passed, the two agreed it was a good investment. Bogatin’s five condos cost him more than $5.8 million, the equivalent today of $14.1 million. “What do you need five for?” asked Roger Berger, a former criminal investigator with the New York State Department of Taxation and Finance who worked on the gas-tax scam case and investigated the Russian Mafiya. “The only reason is: You’re selling the apartments or renting them. The other reason is that you’re doing a favor for the owner. I’m 90 percent sure they were doing Trump a favor.” The FBI, however, never questioned Trump. “In retrospect we should have been looking in that direction,” said Ronald Noel, a former FBI agent who worked the case.

How Trump might have met the Russian mobsters isn’t clear, but former FBI agent William Moschella said it wouldn’t have been hard. “There were several Russian organized crime guys friendly with political guys, there were links to the Jewish community, and it’s easy to see them being introduced to Donald Trump,” Moschella told me. “I think there were even connections to the mayor’s office. New York City is a small community when you are talking about money guys. They go to the same clubs, same restaurants, golf courses, and everyone wants to be the guy that introduced the guy that makes them money. Everyone eats from the crumbs of the rich guy’s table.” One of those clubs that attracted both Trump and the “money guys” in the 1970s was a New York social hangout called Le Club. It was there, Trump wrote in The Art of the Deal, where he met “the sort of wealthy people, particularly Europeans and South Americans, who eventually bought the most expensive apartments in Trump Tower and Trump Plaza.”

Helping Bogatin wash his dirty money clean was Marvin E. Kramer, a New York attorney who assisted gasoline scam artists in evading millions of dollars in taxes. Lining the shelves of his Coney Island office were black binders filled with paperwork for dummy corporations. Crooks like Bogatin could walk in and purchase shell companies, literally off the shelf.16 Of the five apartments Bogatin purchased in Trump Tower, only one, 53B, was acquired in his own name. The rest were purchased with four New York shell companies, which had been formed on the same day using Kramer’s name. Kramer was never prosecuted for his role in the gas-tax scam business.17

It was painfully obvious to prosecutors that Bogatin had purchased the condos to launder money and hide assets. “We didn’t think he was living in five apartments,” Ronda Lustman, a former assistant New York attorney general, told me. Kenneth McCallion, a former prosecutor who worked out of the Brooklyn office of the Justice Department’s Organized Crime Strike Force in the 1980s, told me that Bogatin was running prostitutes out of his Trump Tower apartments.

Trump, however, didn’t appear to have a problem with this 39-year-old Russian immigrant, who despite having no apparent means of support was spending nearly $6 million to buy five Trump Tower apartments under five different entities. In fact, far from bothering him, Trump is said to have personally attended the closing of the deal, where he met with Bogatin and his lawyer.18

In 1985, things began to unravel for Bogatin and Franzese. Not long after Bogatin became the owner of five Trump Tower condos, Franzese was indicted on 14 counts of racketeering, counterfeiting, and extortion and, after pleading guilty to two counts, sentenced to 10 years and ordered to pay $14 million in restitution. Franzese’s arrest and imprisonment effectively ended the relationship between Bogatin and the Colombo family. Bogatin was indicted in Albany and pleaded guilty to evading millions of dollars in state fuel taxes in what state officials called one of the largest gasoline-bootlegging operations in the nation. He posted a $500,000 bond and hired David Clayton, a Mob lawyer who helped him strike a deal with New York attorney general Robert Abrams. In hopes of remaining a free man, Bogatin agreed to a plea, the terms of which he would later challenge as a misunderstanding. Among the terms were a $3 million payment to New York state and county prosecutors, as well as $1.75 million to the federal government. To guarantee payment on the tax bills, Bogatin pledged his five Trump Tower condos as collateral. He flew into Albany on a private jet to make it official.

Not only was Trump making inroads with Russians in New York, he was also making contacts in the Soviet Union. In 1986, at a luncheon hosted by Leonard Lauder, son of the cosmetic mogul Estée Lauder, Trump was seated next to the then Soviet ambassador to the United States, Yuri Dubinin. The story Trump told in The Art of the Deal was that Dubinin’s daughter had been impressed by Trump Tower and the ambassador struck up a conversation. Dubinin’s daughter, Natalia, told a slightly different story that seems more in line with her father’s reputation as a shrewd, savvy Soviet operative. She said that her father had won Trump over by telling him his building was the first he saw in New York. “Trump melted immediately,” she told Moskovskij Komsomolets in 2016. “He is an emotional man, sometimes impulsive. He needs acceptance and, of course, he is happy receiving it. For him, my father’s visit was like honey for the bee.”

The conversation led to an official invitation. On July 4, 1987, Trump and his Russian-speaking wife, Ivana, flew on an all-expenses-paid visit to Moscow where he was wined and dined, all in the interest of having him erect another of his towers in the Russian capital. Trump’s trip had an official blessing, for he met high-ranking officials of the nomenklatura, the most powerful posts of the Soviet Union’s ruling Communist Party.

It was, however, a strange move for the Russians to bring a millionaire into Moscow, especially one who attracted publicity like Trump. Trump wasn’t by a long shot the only wealthy American the Soviets flattered, pampered, and graced with official VIP treatment. But these sorts of visits were not publicly showcased in a country that was still run by the Communist Party. The very idea of a millionaire was anathema to Soviet propaganda, which still depicted capitalists as cartoonish fat cats in top hats. Why publicize a deal that, if successful, would earn a millionaire like Trump even more money?

Intourist, the Soviet travel agency infiltrated by the KGB, arranged the trip, and there is little doubt that Trump’s every move in Russia was photographed and documented. Standard operating procedure when “welcoming” a foreign visitor, from diplomats to journalists to tourists to businessmen and students, was to monitor them closely and collect information on them to use later as leverage should the need arise. We have no idea whether Trump was approached by Russian intelligence, but he certainly would have made a juicy target for recruitment. “Egocentric people who lack moral principles—who are either too greedy or who suffer from exaggerated self-importance. These are the people the KGB wants and finds easiest to recruit,” said Yuri Bezmenov, a former KGB officer who defected to Canada.19

Donald and Ivana stayed in Lenin’s suite at the National Hotel, and Trump said he was impressed with the ambition of the Soviet officials seeking to make a deal. Trump was shown more than half a dozen potential building sites; none were across the street from the Kremlin, as he had hoped one would be. Of course, Trump might have been able to learn all this without ever leaving Trump Tower. There were trade organizations like the US-USSR Trade and Economic Council in New York that were set up to facilitate exactly this sort of negotiating and initial deal prospecting. Trump traveled to Russia for a deal that never materialized, but was that the real purpose of the trip?

A few months later, on September 2, 1987, Trump spent more than $94,000 to run a full-page ad in three major newspapers, arguing that America should stop paying to defend countries that can afford to defend themselves. The letter, addressed to the American people, began with the declaration: “For decades, Japan and other nations have been taking advantage of the United States.” Trump argued that Japan had grown wealthy on the backs of American taxpayers who subsidized the island nation’s defense.20

The message, which Trump would echo for the next 30 years, certainly would have been welcome in the Kremlin in the 1980s. Despite glasnost and perestroika, premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts to open the country, the Cold War was, if anything, heating up at the time. President Reagan increased defense spending to combat what he called the Soviet “evil empire.” The USSR boosted its subversive efforts to undermine the “main enemy,” and Trump’s message meshed perfectly with a campaign the KGB was running in Japan.

Stanislav Levchenko, a former KGB major stationed in Tokyo who defected to the United States, said one of the key goals of Russian intelligence was to weaken Japan’s military alliance with the United States. Testifying in 1982 before the House Intelligence Committee, Levchenko listed the major objectives of what he called the Soviet “active measures” campaign in Japan: “First, to prevent further deepening of political and military cooperation between Japan and the United States. Second, to provoke distrust between Japan and the United States in political, economic, and military circles.”21

The New York Times published a story that ran the same day as Trump’s full-page ad. The story began with the opening paragraph, “Donald J. Trump, one of New York’s biggest and certainly one of its most vocal developers, said yesterday that he was not interested in running for political office in New York, but indicated that the Presidency was another matter.” An advisor said the 41-year-old real estate developer was planning a trip to New Hampshire, the site of the first presidential primary. The article also noted that Trump had recently traveled to Moscow “where he met with the Soviet leader, Mikhail S. Gorbachev.” (This wasn’t true, as a correction the following day made clear, although he did meet Gorbachev in Washington later that year.) “The ostensible subject of their meeting was the possible development of luxury hotels in the Soviet Union by Mr. Trump,” the Times wrote. “But Mr. Trump’s calls for nuclear disarmament were also well-known to the Russians.”22 Trump was indeed deeply concerned about a nuclear holocaust, but once again, nuclear disarmament was a major target of Soviet active measures.

When Gorbachev visited New York in 1998 for a meeting at the United Nations, a visit to Trump Tower appeared on the former Soviet premier’s itinerary. He and his wife were to share a private meal with Donald and Ivana. On the eve of the trip the idea was nixed, and Trump was fooled into shaking hands on the street in front of Trump Tower with a Gorbachev impersonator.



—

BOGATIN’S PARTNER, MICHAEL MARKOWITZ, ALSO flew into Albany on a private plane and pleaded guilty to tax-evasion charges. Federal officials were also looking at adding racketeering charges, which would have added 12 years to his sentence, so Markowitz began cooperating. He met with the FBI more than 20 times, but he strung agents along. “Wise guys always thought that Markowitz provided a lot of useful information, that he was a real help. He wasn’t,” James Rodio, a former assistant U.S. attorney who prosecuted the case, told me. “Everything he gave us was useless.” By working the system, Markowitz got off easy. He was sentenced to six months’ home detention and ordered to pay $5 million in restitution. Rodio said he recalled that Markowitz served out his home detention in Trump Tower, where he may have had two apartments of his own.

Word got back to “Frankie the Bug” Sciortino that Markowitz had pleaded guilty to state tax evasion charges and was cooperating with the federal government. The penalty La Cosa Nostra imposed on informants was death, and the job of assassinating Markowitz fell to Frankie the Bug. “Sciortino told his associate that Markowitz was a rat and talking to the Feds,” Ronald Noel, the former FBI agent, told me, “and had to be taken out.”

Sciortino was a “capo” or captain in the Colombo crime family, the same New York Mafia family to which Franzese belonged. He was a short, middle-aged fireplug of a man with a violent temper, a larger-than-life version of the character played by Joe Pesci in the movie Goodfellas. He earned his nickname because he was as crazy as a bedbug, Noel said. Sciortino’s associate, whom Noel called “Big John,” became a cooperating witness for the government, entered the witness protection program, and told the FBI about the comedy of errors that unfolded next outside Trump Tower. Trump’s dealings with Bogatin and Markowitz brought two would-be assassins to the doorstep of his celebrated creation and it was only sheer ineptitude that spared his celebrated tower from being the scene of a gangland slaying.

Frankie the Bug and Big John staked out Markowitz at his Trump Tower apartment. Trump Tower does not have a parking garage, and Markowitz garaged his car, a large silver-and-maroon Rolls-Royce, nearby. The two Mafiosi found a suitable place where they could catch Markowitz as he walked to his garage one morning. Sciortino and Big John arrived at the scene at 7 AM, but found Markowitz had already left. The two Mafiosi decided to try again. They returned to the scene within the next few days around 5 AM.

This time, Markowitz’s car was still parked in the garage. The trap was set. Markowitz would get his due. Sciortino and Big John had brought along handguns, but what the two would-be hit men lacked was patience. Frankie the Bug woke up in the car and realized, to his horror, that he and Big John had both fallen asleep. The Rolls was gone. Markowitz had come and left. Furious, Sciortino took his rage out on Big John for failing to wake him up. He slapped him, cursed him, and blamed him for the screwup.

“On the next and last attempt to kill Markowitz,” Noel told me, “Sciortino and his crime partner got there at around 4 AM and decided to take turns at watch while the other slept. While Sciortino slept, Big John saw blinking lights at a nearby bagel store and could not resist the temptation, so he left to get some. Upon his return, Sciortino awoke and asked if Markowitz had left. Big John said he did not see him. After a search of the garage they found that the car was gone and Sciortino blew up, slapping and cursing his inept associate.”

Markowitz’s luck ran out in May 1989. While driving his Rolls-Royce home from a poker game in south Brooklyn, Markowitz was shot three times in the chest with a rapid-fire shotgun. He lived long enough to crash into two parked cars, stagger out, and collapse.23 “MOB CANARY SLAIN: Had testified in bootleg gas probes,” read the headline in the next day’s Daily News. (Franzese said he was reasonably certain that the Colombo family authorized the hit, but it may have been the Russians who pulled the trigger.) An attempt was also made on the life of another of Bogatin’s partners, Lev Persits, who was permanently disabled by the attack and confined to a wheelchair.

Bogatin may have sensed that things were heating up in New York. He began making a series of business trips to Austria, where he and Franzese had squirreled away nearly $100 million in gas-tax proceeds in the Vienna-based Creditanstalt-Bankverein. (Austrian banks have long been important to the Russian Mafiya because they accepted anonymous accounts.) Bogatin later stated that his trips helped him be closer in proximity to family that he wanted to help leave the Soviet Union, including his brother Jacob. On his fourth such trip, only two months after being indicted for the gas-tax scam, Austrian authorities arrested him on currency and counterfeiting charges. Bogatin was also wanted on fraud charges in Britain. Until he was cleared of charges months later, he was made to hold tight in a Vienna hotel. The U.S. Justice Department’s Organized Crime Strike Force met with Bogatin to discuss bringing him back to the States, possibly in exchange for becoming an FBI informant, but he refused.24 He may have known that he had bigger things to fear back home.

When Bogatin left Austria, he did not return to the United States, but struck out for Poland. There he managed to keep his criminal past under wraps until the Warsaw-based newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza exposed it in early 1992. By then, Bogatin had become a notable entrepreneur, launching one of the country’s first chains of commercial banks. He had even teamed up with fugitive commodities trader Marc Rich on a plan to rebuild the Polish port city of Gdansk.25 And even though hundreds of depositors immediately closed out their accounts, many others kept theirs open after Bogatin offered to start a lottery system for apartments and cars for anyone who stuck by him. Along with some of his clientele, Bogatin’s bodyguards turned out to be equally loyal. When Polish authorities took him into custody after a brief standoff, Bogatin’s bodyguards refused to leave his side, following him in a caravan as he was escorted to prison.26 To the surprise of prosecutors, he was extradited back to New York and sentenced to eight years in Attica state prison.

The New York Attorney General’s office considered seizing Bogatin’s five Trump Tower condos, but in the end decided it wasn’t worth the effort. The properties were so over-leveraged as to be virtually worthless. One of the banks that held a $1.5 million mortgage on the apartments was the Bank of Credit and Commerce International, dubbed “the Bank of Crooks and Criminals” by other bankers when its dealings with arms merchants, drug dealers, and money launderers came to light after the bank collapsed in 1991. Another of Bogatin’s apartments had three mortgages on it, including one split into two $600,000 loans made not by a financial institution, but by individuals. After fleeing to Austria, Bogatin assigned the mortgages in his Trump Tower apartments to an associate in the Genovese crime family, whereupon they were liquidated and the funds moved through a Mafia-controlled bank in Chelsea.27

It didn’t help that prosecutors weren’t really sure if Bogatin’s condos actually belonged to him. “It was never really clear whether they were his or whether they represented money from someone else,” Ronda Lustman, the former New York state prosecutor, told me, nodding to the idea that Bogatin could have been the puppet of a bigger force. It sent up a flag that nobody recognized. “People didn’t know a lot about the Russian Mob back then,” Lustman said. “These guys were sort of the first Russians we encountered.” In hindsight, all the elements that would appear again and again in the years to come were present in this early case: Russian mobsters with piles of cash, money laundering in expensive Trump properties, connections to powerful Mafiya groups, even Austrian banks. The only thing that would change going forward is that subsequent real estate transactions would be conducted at arm’s length. Looking back, Lustman realized that investigators had missed what turned out to be the first signs of the growing power and sophistication of Russian organized crime in America.



—

THE PURCHASE OF FIVE CONDOS by a Russian organized criminal and Trump’s supposed appearance at the closing came up again just as Trump was seeking a renewal of his license for the Taj Mahal casino in New Jersey. First alleged in a book published in 1992 by the late reporter Wayne Barrett, the item was noteworthy because it wasn’t required of Trump to witness his new tenants signing their deeds.28 This is likely why Barrett’s reporting caught the eye of the Division of Gaming Enforcement (DGE), the agency that carefully monitored New Jersey casinos for any hint of an organized-crime connection. At the time, New Jersey gambling regulators were considering Trump’s application to renew his casino license for his troubled casino, the Taj Mahal, and any association with the Mafia would be grounds for revoking the license. An investigative memo recommended that Trump be questioned under oath about his relationships with the Russian Mafiya, including his presence at the Bogatin closing. At my request, Steven Perkins, a former investigator with the DGE, consulted his notes from a 1992 sworn interview with Trump (the transcript of which has never been made public), and I was surprised to learn that the DGE never questioned the real estate mogul about Bogatin.29 While the reasons why remain unclear, it may be that by the time of the interview, Trump had aroused so much suspicion over his ties with the Mob that Bogatin seemed like a mere footnote to pursue. Bogatin’s name did not appear in the final report, and New Jersey casino regulators concluded that Trump’s character was not negatively affected by the allegations in Barrett’s book.

Someone else who dismissed any serious connections between Trump and Russian organized criminals like Bogatin was Michael Franzese. After he became a born-again Christian, Franzese left the Mafia and went on to launch a ministry, become a motivational speaker, and write several books about his experience, even securing movie rights to his memoirs. The investigation of Trump’s ties to Russia struck him as a persecution by Democrats and Clintonites. Although Franzese said he is no Trump apologist, the whole affair seemed to him little more than a waste of government resources. Franzese told me he happened to know Rick Gates, the right-hand man of Paul Manafort, Trump’s former campaign chairman. Gates pleaded guilty in February 2018 to financial fraud and lying to investigators in Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s Russia investigation. “I know he had no connection at all to Trump/Russia,” Franzese wrote in an email. “Why Mueller indicted him is obvious to anyone who has had an ounce of experience with the Feds when they WANT to get you. And unfortunately, I have had a ton of experience in that regard. So, although I knew David [Bogatin] quite well, I would not be helpful to you in trying to establish the Russian connection with Trump because there was/is no there there.”

Perhaps. It certainly would be easier to dismiss David Bogatin were he the only Russian criminal in Trump Tower. In fact, he was only the first in what would be a succession of Russian mobsters and Mob-linked figures who would find a home in Trump’s properties in the years to come. One of the next to arrive would be one of Russia’s most feared Mafiya bosses.





2.

MAFIYA TAJ MAHAL

ON A THURSDAY NIGHT IN APRIL 1990, a crowd gathered in Atlantic City, New Jersey, to celebrate Donald Trump’s newest creation. Trump kicked off the festivities by rubbing a giant lamp that freed a genie named Fabu (short for Fabulous), who appeared on a massive screen. “Good evening, Master,” the digital genie told Trump. “Is this not a magnificent house?” Fabu declared before intoning, “Open sesame.” The entrance sign flashed on, a loudspeaker blared the theme from Star Wars, and the crowds thronged Trump’s 39-story casino, the Taj Mahal.1

If Trump courted fanfare with Trump Tower, he flaunted it with his casino. Trump Taj Mahal was hailed by its braggadocious developer as “the eighth wonder of the world” and “the largest casino on the planet” when it opened (a claim disputed by the Las Vegas Riviera hotel). At an estimated cost of $1 billion, it remains one of the most expensive buildings ever built in the modern era. The Taj Mahal glistened with onion domes and minarets copied from St. Basil’s Cathedral in Red Square, gilded columns, crystal chandeliers, and doormen in turbans.

Trump gloated over his new casino. “Nobody thought it could be built,” he told The New York Times when the Trump Taj Mahal opened its doors. “That was the biggest risk—just getting it built. But I love proving people wrong.”2 It would turn out that the opening was the only thing about the 1,250-room casino hotel that he would be able to openly celebrate. Trump’s massive casino was burdened with so much debt that it was doomed into a financial recession even before it opened its doors. In July of 1991, only 15 months after the Trump Taj Mahal opened, Trump filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in an effort to soften the casino’s debt requirements. Even more alarming was that, during that time, an investigative unit of the Treasury Department reported that the Trump Taj Mahal casino broke anti–money laundering rules 106 times in its first year and a half of operation. In other words, Trump’s eighth world wonder lost a wondrous amount of money even though it found a dedicated clientele of high rollers—the Russian Mafiya.

The Taj Mahal, like all casinos, was vulnerable to money laundering. A gambler could walk in with illicit funds, turn the money into a stack of chips, gamble a bit, and then cash out with clean money, which can be reported to the IRS as gambling profits. Kenneth McCallion, a former prosecutor who worked out of the Brooklyn office of the Justice Department’s Organized Crime Strike Force, found Russian criminals were doing exactly that at the Taj Mahal. “Since we were in New York, we weren’t the lead of any casino investigations but we were able to provide information about Russian organized criminals traveling back and forth with bags of money, cashing them into chips, and so forth,” McCallion told me.

Most big casinos developed intelligence operations that rivaled the FBI’s and instituted policies and practices designed to thwart money laundering. Casinos were required to file a currency transaction report (CTR) anytime a customer gambled more than $10,000 in a 24-hour period. But Trump’s casino weakly enforced these rules, or didn’t enforce them at all, which allowed money laundering to run rampant.

From the moment it opened, the Taj Mahal was a money-laundering concern. Documents released to me by the U.S. Treasury Department under the Freedom of Information Act show that the Taj Mahal repeatedly failed to implement rules designed to prevent potential money laundering. Treasury’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network (FinCEN) counted more than 100 instances in the casino’s first 21 months of operation where the Taj Mahal had failed to file CTRs. The casino attributed it to start-up problems and challenged the findings for years until it finally agreed in 1998 to pay a fine of $477,000.3 At the time, it was the biggest money-laundering fine ever levied against a casino

An early mistake could be forgiven, but the Taj Mahal stubbornly refused to clean up its operations. Four subsequent investigations by the U.S. Treasury found “repeated and significant violations” by the Taj Mahal of rules designed to prevent money laundering. Two separate reviews in 2010 and 2012 found that the Trump Taj Mahal “willfully violated” anti–money laundering rules of the Bank Secrecy Act. This finding, which meant the casino showed either “reckless disregard” or “willful blindness,” bordered on criminal behavior. A $10 million civil penalty was imposed in 2015 while the casino was again in bankruptcy. “Like all casinos in this country, Trump Taj Mahal has a duty to help protect our financial system from being exploited by criminals, terrorists, and other bad actors,” said FinCEN’s director, Jennifer Shasky Calvery. “Far from meeting these expectations, poor compliance practices, over many years, left the casino and our financial system unacceptably exposed.”4

The Taj Mahal not only failed to restrain criminal activity, it almost seemed to cater to it. While Trump railed to Congress about “rampant” organized crime in Indian casinos, his own gambling palace was becoming the favorite East Coast destination for Russian mobsters.5 As one federal agent noted, “As long as these guys attract a lot of money or spend a lot of money, the casinos don’t care.”6 High rollers were treated like royalty, receiving “comps” for up to $100,000 of free food, rooms, Champagne, cartons of cigarettes, and transportation in stretch limousines—all permissible under New Jersey law. “A lot of New York organized crime figures would go down there to gamble,” Jim E. Moody, a former FBI assistant director, told me. “A lot of it’s for show to make it look like they have lots of money. Even the lowest-level guy will gamble everything he has to make himself look like a big deal.” An early 1990s powwow involving members of Italian and Russian organized-crime groups running a gas-tax scam was held in a Taj Mahal conference room that was bugged by the FBI.

One of the casino’s connections to the underworld was Danny Leung, the vice president of Asian marketing at the Taj Mahal in its first three years of operation. In a 1992 hearing of the Senate’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, Leung was described by law enforcement as “an associate of the 14K Triad,” an international heroin syndicate based in Hong Kong.7 (Two informants later told the Division of Gaming Enforcement that Leung was a member of the Triad.) Leung, who also allegedly had contacts with Asian gangs in New York and Toronto, was brought into the casino business through William “Bucky” Howard, another Taj Mahal employee. (Howard was acquitted in an earlier case involving kickbacks to executives at the nearby Trump Castle casino in Atlantic City.) In addition to serving as a Taj Mahal executive, Leung had a separate contract to fly gamblers from Toronto to the casino.

The New Jersey Casino Control Commission held a lengthy hearing in 1995 to determine whether Leung’s casino license should be revoked for his alleged association with organized crime. According to a report I obtained under a public records request, a Canadian detective testified that Leung brought in a group of Vietnamese gang members with criminal records for extortion and drug trafficking. (When questioned, Leung said he had more than 6,000 customers and could not recall the gang members.) According to the DGE’s report, Leung also ran with a group of Italians from Canada later indicted in a $1 million credit scam at the Taj Mahal. The incident was never reported because Trump never filed charges. Trump also sent Taj Mahal president Danny Gomes to defend Leung at the 1995 Casino Control Commission hearing.8 Over the objections of the DGE, the commission voted 3-1 to renew Leung’s license.

It’s likely that the Russian Mafiya may have frequented the casino not only because they were familiar with the Trump brand, but also because the Taj Mahal catered to a Russian clientele. The dancing bears and the acrobats of the Moscow Circus performed at the Taj Mahal a few months after the casino’s grand opening, followed by “Moscow on Ice,” featuring a Russian ice troupe dancing to the music of Janet Jackson. Trump also brought in Russian pop stars and singers. Russian pop diva Alla Pugacheva performed at a sold-out show at the casino in 1994 with her then husband, the flamboyant Philipp Kirkorov, who looked (and dressed) like a Las Vegas magician. Pugacheva is one of the few Soviet stars whose career survived the passing of the USSR, and she and her husband had connections on high with the former Soviet power elite, the people who became the oligarchs and ran the organized-crime networks of modern Russia.

The show was a success.9 Trump presented Pugacheva and Kirkorov with a large trophy afterward for being the first Russian artists to play at the casino, and the real estate mogul kept in touch with Kirkorov over the years. Kirkorov was Trump’s guest at a 1999 party at Mar-a-Lago, and he served as a juror at Trump’s 2013 Miss Universe pageant.10 “He was very often a guest of Russia, he loves Russia and Russians,” Kirkorov said before Trump’s election. “If Trump will be President, the relationship between our countries will be much closer. And I pray for that. Because we are two big countries, two big nations. We must be friends.”11



—

THOUGH MANY RUSSIAN CRIMINALS FREQUENTED the Taj Mahal, one particular patron stood out. According to FBI files, a man named Vyacheslav Ivankov was reported to have made 19 visits to the Taj Mahal between March and April 1993, reportedly gambling $250,000 during that time. Yet the CTRs submitted accounted for much less, a mere $103,000. This brazen gambling is all the more remarkable considering that, at the time, federal authorities had been tipped off by Russian officials to keep an eye out for him. Ivankov, it turned out, was a notorious and feared vor v zakone (“thief who follows the code”), a rough equivalent to a Mafia Godfather, and a rank that could only be obtained while doing hard time.

The tradition of the vor dated back to the Russian Revolution, and over time it had evolved into a position that commanded great respect and authority in the former Soviet underworld. A vor was above the law; he was his own law. A vor like Ivankov ruled on matters of “thieves’ law” by settling disputes among groups and punishing violators. There was the rule of the Kremlin and there was the rule of the vor. Gatherings of the vory were called skhodka. Decisions were made on specific criminal activities, spheres of interest were redistributed, and responses to law enforcement operations were planned. New vory were crowned and punishment was meted out to those who violated the code. A vor could not marry, could not lie, and could never refuse a request from another vor. But Ivankov wasn’t just any vor; he was one of the most highly regarded of them all, both within the criminal world and to the Russian public at large. Early on in his career, Ivankov developed a reputation for extorting ill-gotten wealth from corrupt Russian officials by leading a gang that dressed up as police and used bogus IDs and documents to search the homes of wealthy individuals and steal money and other valuables. “I am respected everywhere,” Ivankov told a Russian journalist. “Absolutely. Because I have not given anyone the moral right to think badly of me. Every evening, I look into the mirror and account to my conscience. Believe me.”12

Although Ivankov was a dapperly dressed middle-aged man on the smaller side of average, he was not someone to be taken lightly. His cruelty was the stuff of legends. Those who crossed him, it was said, were taken into the woods and tortured. One tale had him burying a Moscow restaurant manager alive and paving a road over him. A few weeks before departing for the United States, he was accused of killing two Turks in a Moscow restaurant. Ivankov was later quoted as saying, “Killing someone is as easy as lighting a cigarette.”13 Authorities eventually caught up with his banditry, and in a KGB sting, Ivankov was arrested and sentenced to 14 years’ imprisonment.

Organized crime was nothing new in Russia. In the Soviet era, criminal groups and the black market long had an understanding with the Communist Party and the KGB. The criminals and the black market could operate as long as they stayed in the shadows and paid tribute to the authority of the state. As Ivankov sat in a Siberian labor camp, the old order gave way as the Soviet state crumbled. The nation was plunged into an abyss of poverty, rising inflation, and vast corruption. Honest citizens could barely make enough to feed their families. Even officers of the Moscow police reportedly were forced to resort to bribery or theft to keep food on the table, which led to a widespread distrust of law enforcement. By the late 1980s, corruption had reached such endemic levels that a criminal could bribe his way out of any law-breaking problem—even prison. If you were a businessman in the late 1980s, one Russian banker recalled, “you can either pay the mob, leave the country, or get a bullet through your brain.”14

Ivankov’s world of organized crime outlasted the Soviet Union, and without the choking hand of the state on its neck, the Russian Mafiya took its place at the center of power in the new, lawless Russia of the 1990s. It became impossible to run a profitable business without krysha, which were extortion payments meant to guarantee physical protection from organized-crime outfits. But krysha, or cover, or literally “roof,” came to mean much more than physical protection in post-Soviet Russia; it meant protection from corrupt bureaucrats and investigators. Knowing someone’s krysha was a way of keeping track of who was on the same team. Krysha was the key to the way things worked in the new Russia, a country where the crooks, spies, government, and business community were all under the same roof.

If there was any indication of how deeply tied to the Mob successful Russians of that era were, one needed only look at Joseph Kobzon, a bowl haircut crooner known as “Russia’s Sinatra.” The name was fitting in more ways than one. Along with being a staunchly loyal party member and the most decorated singer in Russian history, a fact confirmed by the Guinness Book of World Records (Russian edition), Kobzon, like his American counterpart, had ties to the Mob. FBI reports described Kobzon as the “spiritual leader”15 of the Russian Mafiya in Moscow and noted the connections that he had to “the Government, the KGB, and the Moscow business community.” Along with people like Kobzon behind him, Ivankov had another powerful friend. Semion Mogilevich, whom the FBI would later dub “The Brainy Don,” bribed a judge on Russia’s Supreme Court to secure Ivankov’s release. In 1991, Russia’s highest court commuted Ivankov’s sentence to time served, freeing him four years ahead of schedule.

In March 1992, Ivankov landed incognito at John F. Kennedy International Airport. On his visa application, the vor listed the purpose of his business trip as “doing film negotiations” with Twelve LA Inc., a Russian film company with offices in Manhattan. After being admitted into the country, Ivankov was greeted at the airport by an Armenian vor who handed him a briefcase filled with $1.5 million in cash. Ivankov set up shop in Brighton Beach, where he recruited “two special brigades” made up of former Russian athletes and Special Forces veterans who had served in the Soviet-Afghan War.16 According to the FBI, one brigade, whose second-in-command was a former KGB agent, carried out murders on Ivankov’s behalf, including the killings of half a dozen top Russian Mafiya figures who “got in the way.” Within months, Ivankov not only had a New York driver’s license and a green card after a sham marriage, he had also become one of the most powerful heads of Russia’s American Mafiya operations. As one Genovese family member put it, “When Ivankov came into town, I never saw such fear.”17



—

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZED CRIME, ESPECIALLY RUSSIAN, had become such a concern that in October of 1991, the United Nations held a multi-day conference on the issue. The International Seminar on Organized Crime took place in Suzdal, a city located roughly 125 miles to the northeast of Moscow. Suzdal was old enough to have once been the capital of Russia, back when Moscow was still mostly cow pasture. Among those in attendance was special agent Jim E. Moody, the chief of the FBI’s organized-crime section, who managed the bureau’s programs targeting Mafia and drug trafficking. Though the UN invitation had originally been extended to the Department of Justice, the representative who accepted it, a DOJ attorney named Mike DeFeo, had extended the invitation to Moody. He not only received authorization to attend, but became the first, and possibly the last, FBI agent ever granted official permission by the Soviet Union to enter its borders.

The Soviet Union that Moody observed was not the mythic American foe he’d been raised to fear, but a third-world country so poor that it could barely feed its people. Moody noticed that some of the conference staff were selling food to people from out of the back of the kitchen. Food shortages weren’t the only problem. Energy was so hard to come by that many people endured the brutal winters with only coats and blankets to warm them. Even the conference hallways were so feebly lit that Moody kept tripping on carpets and bumping into things. When a colleague later asked Moody if Russia still posed a threat to America, he simply replied, “As long as we don’t invade them, no.”

At the conference, Moody couldn’t help but notice that Russian law enforcement took a particular interest in him. In official attendance in Suzdal were members of the MVD, Russia’s Ministry of Interior Affairs, the country’s federal law enforcement agency. Members of Russia’s intelligence ministry, the KGB, were unofficial attendees. Moody later noted that KGB agents would come into the resort building where the conference was held during breaks in the proceedings and ask him specific questions that appeared as though they were fishing for classified information. “I asked how the acoustics were in the room,” Moody said, making it clear that he understood that the Russian spy agency was eavesdropping. “They said they were really good.”

Since Moody had come as a representative of the FBI, nearly everyone at the conference wanted to know how the bureau battled organized crime. Most of Moody’s two decades in the bureau had been spent fighting the American-based families of La Cosa Nostra. At the FBI’s huge bureau in New York, Moody led an investigation that resulted in the Mafia Commission Trial, what Time would call “the Case of Cases,” as it resulted in the eventual prosecution of all five bosses of New York City’s crime families, including the Genovese family boss Anthony “Fat Tony” Salerno. While in Suzdal, a KGB general invited Moody and DeFeo to a KGB-owned dacha situated in the middle of a game reserve right outside Suzdal. When Moody walked in, he came face to face with a large taxi-dermied wolf, an animal his hosts claimed had been shot just from the back porch of the dacha. A KGB colonel in charge of the Suzdal region and a KGB interpreter and others joined them for a meal of fresh venison in the cozy, wood-paneled dacha. The discussion once again turned to Russian organized crime. “What I found out when I was there was they had a huge organized crime problem,” Moody said. “And they were afraid of it. They would deny it, but they were afraid of it.”

Russia also had to contend with the deep corruption within its own ranks. This problem literally came knocking late one night at Moody’s hotel room door, the source being the knuckles of an MVD officer whom he had met earlier at the conference. Accompanying him were seven other officers, each carrying a bottle of vodka. The MVD official explained that the seven officers were undercover—no one in the police department even knew who they were. “He told me he wanted me to meet these people to show me that there were officers in Russia that weren’t corrupt,” Moody said.

During his meetings in Russia, the KGB had asked Moody if it would be possible to set up a working relationship with the FBI to address organized crime. Moody turned them down, as the KGB had no jurisdiction and because they had been America’s enemies for so many years. But Moody believed a relationship could be forged between the FBI and the MVD, the closest thing that Russia had to the FBI. Hollywood had even parodied such a relationship in the 1980s film Red Heat, starring Jim Belushi as a Chicago cop and Arnold Schwarzenegger as an MVD officer who team up to catch, what else, a Russian organized-crime kingpin. Surely, the Cold War had thawed to the point where these kinds of partnerships weren’t entirely in the realm of fantasy. Or so Moody thought.

Upon his return to Washington, Moody commissioned a survey of all of the FBI’s 63,000 active cases, turning up 68 investigations involving members of the Russian Mafiya. In looking over these cases, Moody was surprised at the unorthodoxy of the Russian criminal mind. Because ethnic groups tend to cluster together in urban areas, a newly arrived immigrant criminal will typically prey on his fellow émigrés. Russian immigrant criminals behaved differently. “They ventured out immediately and set up relations with other organized-crime groups immediately,” Moody said. This meant that Russian criminal interests were bafflingly widespread. While the FBI investigated crime by the nature of the offense—organized crime, drugs, gangs, white-collar crime, and so on—Russian organized criminals seemed to fall into all categories at once. Not only that, but crimes linked to the Russian Mafiya were popping up all over the world, from Europe to Asia to South America. “You name it, they were involved in it,” Moody said. “Everything.”

The Russian Mob had gone global, a problem that Moody knew would need international partnerships to successfully combat it. He began a quiet lobbying campaign inside the Justice Department. He briefed Janet Reno, then the attorney general, and the Attorney General’s Organized Crime Council, an influential group of law enforcement officials from across the government. A year after his visit to the Soviet Union, the FBI received the bureaucratic blessing it needed to investigate Russian organized crime. It wasn’t the highest priority. La Cosa Nostra, the Mafia in Italy, Mexican cartels, Asian gangs, Jamaican drug gangs, all were seen as more pressing, but at least it was on the radar.

The holdup was that Moody couldn’t talk to the Russians. The FBI’s foreign counterintelligence personnel, who had long viewed Russia as the enemy, had come in and denied him permission on national-security grounds. Moody would get permission to talk, only to be overruled again. Back and forth it went. “This went on for too damn long,” he said. That is, until one day, when he found himself in a meeting of fairly high-ranking FBI officials. It was at this point that Moody’s counterpart in FBI counterintelligence made a critical mistake. He asked Moody how many cases he had worked on with the Russians.

“None. I’m not allowed to talk to them,” he replied.

An assistant FBI director thought that was crazy.

“That’s exactly what I’ve been saying,” replied Moody. And just like that, he was finally given the green light to pursue a relationship with Russian law enforcement.

In the winter of 1993, a redheaded, freckle-faced MVD deputy general named Mikhail Yegorov flew over from Siberia to spend a week at the FBI headquarters. To focus efforts on fighting organized crime, Yegorov had been assigned an army of 25,000 officers, and was keen to put them to use. After a night spent pounding back vodkas, Moody and Yegorov agreed on the terms for a working relationship between the FBI and the MVD, which would include teaming up with the German Federal Criminal Police, the BKA, which was dealing with the huge wave of crime unleashed by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the reunification of Germany.

Later that year, Moody returned to Russia, along with an agent named Ray Kerr. Bodyguards provided by the MVD protected them at all times. And it was during that visit that Moody first heard the name of someone he would compare to Professor Moriarty, the fictional nemesis of Sherlock Holmes. What made Professor Moriarty such a dangerous criminal, as Holmes explains to Dr. Watson, is that no one has ever heard of him. General Yegorov explained that a major Russian organized-crime boss had just set up a base of operations in the United States. In Russia, he was known as the “grandfather of the Soviet racketeers,” but he dabbled in drug trafficking, and murder. In fact, according to MVD information, while Moody was in Moscow, this crime boss was in Denver to arrange a hit on a Russian Mafioso. Just as Dr. Watson had never heard of Professor Moriarty, Moody had never heard of Vyacheslav “Yaponchik” Ivankov.



—

MOODY’S EFFORTS TO DIRECT THE FBI’s attention and resources toward Russian organized crime meant that Ivankov’s days as a free man were numbered. In May 1994, under the leadership of Director Louis Freeh, the FBI set up the first squad, known internally as C-24, dedicated to fighting Russian organized crime in New York. This was not only a crucial step but a pragmatic one as well. Previously, Russian organized-crime investigations had been run out of a squad that also handled Asian gangs and anything else that wasn’t La Cosa Nostra. Director Freeh had investigated organized crime in his days as a special agent and knew too well how the bureau’s complacency had allowed La Cosa Nostra to establish itself. He was not about to repeat the same mistake with the Russian Mafiya. Thanks to Moody, the FBI not only had an open channel to Moscow, but even opened a legal attaché office in Moscow, staffed with Russian-speaking agents like Michael di Pretoro, whose job it was to work in partnership with Russian law enforcement. Ray Kerr, who had traveled to Moscow with Jim Moody, was named head of the squad. And target Number One was Vyacheslav Ivankov.

As the FBI investigation progressed, the agents came to learn that Russian criminal bosses had sent Ivankov to America with a mission. War between rival Russian gangs had broken out in Brighton Beach, where gun battles and car bombings were occurring with startling regularity. It was cheaper to have someone killed than to pay off a debt, as a Russian language newspaper in New York put it. The violence between Russian gangs on the streets of Brighton Beach was bad for business, and Ivankov was sent to put an end to it. A Moscow law enforcement official quoted in the FBI files summed up how much faith Russia’s crime bosses had in Ivankov. “Yaponchik will impose order. He will be the center around which those who are organized and strong will unite, and he will strangle all this low-life, who engage in gunfights on the streets. And you will know precisely with whom you are dealing—with one strong boss.”18 Ivankov would likely have agreed with that assessment, later telling a Russian journalist, “Where I am, there is always order. Anybody will tell you this.”19

Ivankov proved to be a hard man to find. As one New York crime investigator put it, “he was like a ghost.”20 For a while, all the FBI had on his whereabouts was a business called Slavic Inc. that Ivankov had set up as the base of what the bureau later concluded was his money-laundering operation in Brighton Beach. The FBI made startling discoveries when they investigated Slavic’s paperwork. The listed company president was Vyacheslav “Slava” Fetisov, a Russian hockey star who was then playing in the NHL for the New Jersey Devils. This was no accident. It would later be discovered that Ivankov’s grip extended all the way to Russian hockey players, many of whom sought to play in the NHL, but to “ensure their safety” had to provide kickbacks to the Mafiya.21 Despite what law enforcement was turning up, Ivankov had cleverly concealed his whereabouts. “We had to go out and really beat the bushes,” Moody said. Finally they received a tip. Ivankov had not only been right under their noses, but was living quite lavishly in one of Manhattan’s most opulent pieces of real estate—Trump Tower.22

Exactly what Ivankov was doing in Trump Tower and how he got there has never been established, but Trump’s Russian connections at this time were becoming increasingly bizarre. While investigators tracked Ivankov to Atlantic City and the Trump Taj Mahal, back in Russia, a film produced by a joint American-Russian company with uncanny allusions to Trump and his casino had just been released. Good Weather on Deribasovskaya, or It Rains Again on Brighton Beach was a satire about an American Taj Mahal–like casino that is secretly run by the KGB. It featured, among other scenes, scantily clad dancers in hammer-and-sickle undergarments performing for an enthusiastic audience. The credits acknowledge Donald Trump for scenes in the movie that were filmed at the Trump Taj Mahal.23

Ivankov also took over a minority share in the Rasputin restaurant, a well-known hangout for Russian mobsters in Brighton Beach. I spent a surreal night at the Rasputin once in the early 2000s. At our table, an already-opened vodka bottle waited for us. Milling about were beefy men in wool overcoats with generously proportioned blonds in furs. After a meal that involved surprisingly good potatoes with dill and lamb chops, the entertainment for the evening began. A female troupe danced around in revealing outfits that hinted at cultural stereotypes. Rasputin, it turned out, had been one of the sponsors of Alla Pugacheva and Philipp Kirkorov’s 1994 performance at the Taj Mahal. The restaurant’s name was inscribed on the trophy Trump presented to the duo.

When the FBI finally nabbed Ivankov at his girlfriend’s apartment in Brighton Beach in June 1995, they found some disturbing clues linking him to the real estate mogul. Along with the spy gizmos seized during Ivankov’s arrest, including a bug detector, an electronic voice changer, a lock pick set, two firearms, and a special passport kit similar to those found issued by the KGB to its spies, FBI agents also discovered a phone book that contained not just working phone and fax numbers for the Trump Organization, but also a number for the Trump Organization’s Trump Tower residence.24

Ivankov’s trial was held in the summer of 1996. The Russian vor was unrepentant. While awaiting trial, Ivankov tried to have Moody and two other agents killed. One of the FBI’s sources warned them that a Russian hit man had arrived in the United States and was trying to find out where the agents lived. The suspected hit man was arrested on federal gun charges, but he refused to admit he was there on a contract killing and eventually was deported back to Russia. Asked if he took any precautions, Moody just laughed. Ivankov was convicted of extorting Russian émigrés who ran a successful Wall Street investment firm out of $3.5 million and was sentenced to nearly 10 years in prison. After serving out his sentence, Ivankov was deported to Russia in 2004; he was assassinated in 2009 outside a Thai restaurant.

Ivankov’s arrest, conviction, and sentencing was a game changer for Russian organized crime in the United States. The flood of Russian criminals coming to America slowed to a trickle, and some returned to Russia, believing they could operate with more freedom back home. But with the FBI’s new success came a consequence Moody had hoped to avoid—Russian law enforcement was growing shadowy. Every time the bureau found a helpful Russian law official, that person was quickly and quietly replaced. Ray Kerr, the head of the Russian Organized Crime Task Force in New York, grew increasingly skeptical of any information the Russians did provide. It wasn’t clear whether the information was simply an effort to use the FBI to settle scores or do their dirty work. At one Department of Justice meeting in Washington over a $7 billion money-laundering fraud at the Bank of New York, Kerr said it was obvious that the law enforcement officials Russia had sent over were trying to cover up for someone. Meanwhile, the FBI’s Russian Organized Crime Task Force was tracing money flowing out of Russia right into the United States. In one early 1990s case in California, the bureau tracked a half-billion dollars’ worth of diamonds and gold coins that were being systematically looted out of the Russian treasury and shipped to a San Francisco–based company called Golden ADA. Agents listening on wiretaps to suspects in the Golden ADA case heard phone calls being dialed directly into the Kremlin.

Not only was Russian law enforcement actively thwarting the FBI’s organized-crime squad investigations into Russia, but Ray Kerr learned to his surprise that Russia had been spying on him. One day, he got a call from John O’Neill, who headed the FBI’s counterintelligence investigations in New York. “Can you come up to my office?” O’Neill asked. The offices of the FBI’s counterintelligence squad were on a different floor of the bureau’s New York office. It was spook country, and criminal investigators like Kerr rarely had reason to venture there.

“Why was Robert Hanssen looking in your files?” O’Neill asked Kerr when he arrived. Kerr had no idea. Hanssen was the infamous FBI agent who spied for the Soviet Union and Russia for two decades until his arrest in 2001. He had compromised numerous intelligence sources, at least two of whom were killed. Kerr asked O’Neill to provide the reference numbers to the files Hanssen had examined so he could try and piece together what happened. After a review of the documents, Kerr realized that Hanssen had been trying to identify the Russian organized-crime squad’s informants. For their own protection, informants weren’t named in FBI criminal investigation files. Informant information, including their identities, was kept in a separate, secure file that Hanssen couldn’t access without raising suspicion. However, the criminal investigation files do give clues that a skilled investigator could use to put two and two together and identify them. Hanssen didn’t get far enough to identify any of the squad’s sources, but the fact that he was even trying showed that the work Kerr’s team was doing was making some powerful and well-connected people in Moscow very nervous.

Equally alarming was a brief news report that appeared in a Russian periodical that noted how Marina Salye, a St. Petersburg legislator heading a special investigative commission, was demanding that a former KGB colonel who had been appointed head of Saint Petersburg’s Committee of External Relations step down. “Vladimir Putin has issued licenses, without government authority, for the overseas export of bartered oil, timber, and non-ferrous and rare-earth metals to questionable and little-known firms, often incorporated the previous day, with licenses issued in advance of being signed by Western Partners and without documentation of the goods’ availability. And the prices assigned were for dumping—about two thousand times lower than the prevailing ones. The Commission is now sending documentation of its investigation to the Personnel Office, and Putin may have to answer before his hometown for having deprived municipal coffers of $122 million.”25

Putin was never charged with any crime related to these accusations, even as Salye continued to be a thorn in his side until his ascendency to the presidency. Shortly after the election, in 2000, she met with opposition leader Sergei Yushenkov. Though the meeting was to be private, an FSB officer stood sentinel in the corner, with Yushenkov clearly nervous. Salye got the hint and soon after went into self-imposed exile, excommunicating herself from the world. Yushenkov, who stayed in Moscow, would be gunned down in his doorway only a few years later. When Putin reclaimed the presidency in 2010, a reporter for the Los Angeles Times flew out to interview Salye, then widely regarded as Putin’s oldest foe still breathing, at her rural Russian home. When the reporter asked Salye what she thought of Putin’s grip on power, her face turned hard. She gave an insightful reply: “Mafia is immortal.”26





3.

A MILLIONAIRE WITHOUT A DOLLAR

IN JANUARY 1997, A FORMER RUSSIAN general and presidential hopeful named Aleksandr Lebed made a trip to the United States for Bill Clinton’s second inauguration. Lebed had just lost a bid to unseat Russian president Boris Yelstin in what would end up being Russia’s only legitimate presidential race. He was planning to run again, and saw his visit as a chance to drum up American support for his prospects. While in the States, Lebed received another invitation, to come up to New York and meet with Donald Trump.1

Though The New York Times, who reported on Lebed’s Trump Tower visit, were declined entry to the actual meeting, Trump allowed Mark Singer, a New Yorker staff writer then profiling him, to shadow him as he shook hands with Lebed.2 As Trump showed off some of his personal artifacts—Mike Tyson’s championship belt, Shaquille O’Neill’s shoe, a photo of Madonna on the steps of Mar-a-Lago—the conversation turned to the fourth occupant in the room, Howard Lorber, one of Trump’s self-professed “best friends.” Lorber was then an executive with an American conglomerate with interests in tobacco and Russian real estate. He had accompanied Trump on a visit to Moscow only a few months earlier to consider sites for a Trump Tower that would have been the real estate tycoon’s first overseas development. Lorber had already begun his own development projects in the Russian capital, but Lebed had not heard of any of them.

“See, they don’t know you,” Trump told Lorber. “With all that investment, they don’t know you. Trump they know.” When Lebed informed Trump that some “poisonous” reporters believed Trump would cram Moscow with casinos, Trump laughed it off and told him about his earlier trip. “We are actually looking at something in Moscow right now, and it would be skyscrapers and hotels, not casinos. I’ll soon be going again to Moscow. We’re looking at the Moskva Hotel. We’re also looking at the Rossiya. That’s a very big project; I think it’s the largest hotel in the world. And we’re working with the local government, the mayor of Moscow and the mayor’s people. So far, they’ve been very responsive.”

“You must be a very confident person.” Lebed said. “You are building straight into the center.” Trump took the compliment in stride. “I always go into the center,” he said. To this, Lebed made a curious comment, citing Trump as a “litmus testing paper” for whether American investment in Moscow could be successful. “If Trump goes to Moscow, I think America will follow. You are a professional—a high-level professional—and if you invest, you invest in real stuff. Serious, high-quality projects. And you deal with serious people. And I deem you to be a very serious person. That’s why I’m meeting you.” Trump appeared to be flattered. “Thank you,” he said, and offered him as a gift a copy of The Art of the Deal.3

Lebed’s praise wasn’t the kind Trump was hearing in the mid-1990s, when his empire was all but in ruins. The former “boy wonder,” as he called himself, was now known as “a guy with nothing but fucking problems.”4 His Atlantic City casinos had collapsed under the weight of too much debt. His lenders had forced him to sell off parts of his real estate properties and business ventures, including his airline, Trump Shuttle. Things were bad enough financially for “The Donald” that during his trip to Moscow in November of 1996, he would experience a peculiar sort of humiliation. Although Trump had regained some financial stability, he was still pinching his pennies and had to suffer the indignity of flying commercial to get there. “We had to wait about an hour in London for a flight, right out there with all the other passengers,” his paramour Marla Maples told Playboy magazine. “Well, you can imagine how that went over with Donald.”5

This didn’t stop Trump from staying at the Baltschug, one of the city’s most venerated hotels, for his three-day visit. The accommodating and historical Baltschug, which dates back to the reign of Czar Nicholas II and sits on the Moskva River, with glorious views of St. Basil’s Cathedral, Red Square, and the Kremlin, may have helped Trump lick his wounds. The Baltschug’s neoclassical facade resembled the storied Plaza Hotel in New York, another prized possession Trump had reluctantly given up. During his ownership of the hotel, Trump made his famous Home Alone 2 cameo.6 But that was all in the past, back in a country that had ceased to be lucrative for a down-on-his-luck real estate mogul. At least in the Baltschug he was still treated like royalty, and it didn’t hurt that some of the other guests offered glittering company. Singer Tina Turner, in town for a concert, was also staying at the Baltschug, as was supermodel Claudia Schiffer.

To make his announcement that he would be seeking to develop property in Moscow, Trump gathered the local press corps at the Baltschug. With the same bravado he would later show when he assumed the presidency of the United States, Trump promised to build not one but two Trump towers in Moscow. “[Moscow] is really a city with a great future, great potential,” Trump said. “We’re looking at building a super-luxury residential tower,” he said, “which I think Moscow desperately wants and needs.”7 Trump already had a site picked out for one of his towers, the century-old Ducat tobacco factory only a stone’s throw from the Kremlin, which churned out a billion cigarettes a year. But what Trump didn’t know was that a battle for the site had taken place between developers and unionized workers of the factory.

Trump surveyed the site under a Moscow skyline dotted with construction cranes. A building boom was underway, thanks largely to the efforts of the city’s imperious mayor, Yuri Luzhkov. One five-story building on the site, Ducat I, had already been built and leased to Citibank. A second, even bigger tower, Ducat II, was nearing completion, and had already been leased to Motorola, Conoco, and Morgan Stanley.8 The third and biggest tower, Ducat III, was to be Trump’s, who seemed to be making a move to get into the Moscow real estate market at the right time. A massive $350 million underground shopping mall was being built under Manezh Square, in the heart of the city, and a grand $250 million project was underway to rebuild the Cathedral of Christ Savior, the world’s largest Orthodox church, which had been destroyed by Stalin. “Moscow is going to be huge! Take it from the Trumpster,” he said at the time.9

But Moscow in the 1990s was anything but friendly to legitimate commerce—giant protection rackets led by the Mafiya and other organized criminal groups called the shots, leaving lower-tier gangs to wage bloody wars for whatever was left to claim. Bribes and kickbacks were the cost of doing business. Car bombings, a gunman in the stairwell, or a bullet-riddled car were how business was otherwise negotiated. The authorities, led by the shambolic Yeltsin, were not only powerless to stop it, but too often they were in on it, too. Only fools would dare do business in Moscow without a krysha to protect them. The closest thing Trump had to a krysha was Lorber, and Lorber’s krysha was Vector Group’s portly and puissant Bennett LeBow.

Trump hadn’t been shown Ducat III at random; LeBow owned it, having purchased the former cigarette factory before the dust had even settled on the rubble of the former USSR. All he needed now was the right developer, and he found one in Donald Trump. “Donald is the preeminent marketer and developer in the world,” The Moscow Times quoted LeBow as saying. “We want the best for Moscow—and Donald’s it.”10 LeBow not only served up a site for Trump; he lined up financing and brought a wealth of experience and contacts in Russia that he had cultivated over the past few years, including businessmen suspected of having ties to Russian organized crime. LeBow brought Vadim Rabinovich—the Ukrainian representative of Nordex GmbH, a Vienna-based company that attracted interest from the CIA—to a Clinton-Gore fundraiser in September 1995 at the Sheraton Bal Harbour Hotel in Miami. Rabinovich even managed to pose for a photo with the president and likely would have cultivated these political ties further were he not in attendance under a revoked visa.11

LeBow had a divisive reputation. “Populist Hero or Bottom Feeder?” was the headline of a Time profile of the shrewd businessman who saw opportunity in flagging companies.12 He had made a considerable profit buying and selling Western Union, but his prized possession, the Liggett Group cigarette company, teetered on the edge of bankruptcy. At one point, his reputation was so low that Newsweek described him as “a vaguely unsavory wheeler-dealer, just another of those arrogant raiders who tear up companies, kill off jobs and divvy up the booty over dinner at the 21 Club.”13 For a businessman like LeBow, Russia in the 1990s provided a plethora of bottom-feeding opportunities. After the fall of the Soviet Union, he moved aggressively into Russia, entering into a string of joint ventures with cash-strapped businesses. In the 1991 annual report of his holding company, Brooke Group, LeBow proudly told his shareholders that he had six separate subsidiaries operating in the former Soviet Union involved in everything from cigarettes, timber, and helicopters to real estate.14

Making money off these ventures was another matter. One of the profitable ones was Liggett-Ducat Ltd., a joint venture between LeBow’s Liggett tobacco firm and the Russian Ducat cigarette factory. LeBow personally negotiated the deal, promising to build a new cigarette factory on the outskirts of Moscow. In exchange, he acquired rights to develop the site of the current Ducat factory.15 Russia, however, was not like the United States, where a corporate raider like LeBow could swoop in, take over a company, and sell off the parts as he so chose. When he tried to do this in Moscow, he found that someone as entrenched in his position as Ducat’s manager, Vladimir Tyumentsev, could easily outmaneuver him. Like many other people who actually got things done in Moscow, Tyumentsev had accumulated enormous power in the Soviet Union’s complex and dubious planned economy. At its core, a web of demands, bargains, favors, and bartering helped union leaders like Tyumentsev stay in power and keep the Soviet economy rolling along like an oblong wheel. Even after Tyumentsev was discovered embezzling money from the factory profits, LeBow still couldn’t get rid of him. The manager refused to accept his dismissal and called a strike. He complained to Moscow officials that LeBow was trying to swindle Ducat out of the valuable land beneath the factory by paying only $60,000 for property worth many times more. The buyer was Brookemil Ltd., a murky Brooke Group subsidiary incorporated in the Cayman Islands. It certainly looked fishy to the Mossoviet, Moscow’s city council. They immediately ordered an investigation, and threatened to tear up the whole deal LeBow had negotiated for the Ducat factory site.16

This could not have come at a worse time for LeBow, whose Liggett tobacco company back in the United States was on the verge of bankruptcy. LeBow decided he had no choice but to yield. To retain a majority stake in the site and save his investors’ money, LeBow ended up giving millions of dollars’ worth of shares in the joint venture to Tyumentsev and his workers, and building his developments a couple miles north of the Kremlin. Slowly, over time, with the help of shady middlemen, LeBow bought the shares back, but by then he had lined up his star client.17



—

TRUMP’S APPETITE FOR A TOWER in Moscow had been whetted, but he would need approval from the mayor before he could satisfy his real estate craving. Luzhkov was a holdover strongman from the Soviet era and a close ally of President Yeltsin. Luzhkov kept a tight grip on Moscow; nothing got built without his say-so, and he and his staff usually demanded their pound of flesh. The U.S. ambassador to Russia, John Beyrle, wasn’t shy about calling Luzhkov a crook. “Luzhkov used criminal money to support his rise to power and has been involved with bribes and deals regarding lucrative construction contracts throughout Moscow,” he said in a cable later released by WikiLeaks. Corruption pervaded Moscow “with Mayor Luzhkov at the top of the pyramid,” Beyrle wrote. “Luzhkov oversees a system in which it appears that almost everyone at every level is involved in some form of corruption or criminal behavior.”18

Opportunities for “bonuses” were the real draw for a government job, and a businessman didn’t need to climb very far up the mayoral pyramid to find corrupt city officials willing to let their palms be greased in exchange for a building permit. During his trip to Moscow, Trump met Deputy Mayor Vladimir Resin, a man who would later become infamous for being photographed wearing an extremely rare DeWitt Pressy Grande Complication watch, worth a cool million dollars.19 Not the kind of luxury item a deputy mayor from a humble background and with no legitimately known business investments could afford. Still, Resin could throw weight around and was considered “one of the key people in charge of attracting foreign invest[ment] to the Moscow real estate market.” According to Brookemil’s president, David Geovanis, Resin was said to be “very receptive” to Trump’s developments in Moscow.20

Except that wasn’t true; Resin was too proud a Muscovite to take just any bribe. “We are not building any towers in the old part of Moscow,” Resin declared. “We are not going to turn the ancient city into a Manhattan.”21 Resin and his staff were also privy to Trump’s financial situation. “From what I hear, he’s a millionaire without a dollar,” one of his spokesmen sniffed.22 Nonetheless, Resin offered him the chance to renovate a pair of rundown Moscow hotels located near the Kremlin, the Moskva and the Rossiya, which the city controlled through a joint-stock company.

On the surface, this seemed like a great deal. Moscow’s hotel industry had a reputation for yielding high profits, and the demand for rooms exceeded supply. And while Trump was aware of the financial pitfalls of being a hotelier, Resin didn’t inform him that in Moscow there were bigger risks to consider. Gangsters had taken over many Moscow hotels, and a few Western businessmen who got in their way had paid with their lives. An American hotelier named Paul Tatum was shot dead just a few days after Trump’s visit, one murder in a string of four that had befallen hotel executives in Moscow during an 18-month period. Tatum’s killer was never caught, but that was to be expected in a city more or less run by organized crime.23 Trump appeared oblivious to the risk and began making plans to stamp his name across the city.

Of the two hotels Resin proposed Trump take on as renovation projects, the Moskva Hotel was the more iconic. It was a 180-room Soviet relic that dated back to the 1930s, and was particularly famous for the asymmetrical east and west wings. According to legend, its architect had shown two different plans to Stalin, who approved both. The hotel remained popular up until the end of the Soviet era, especially with expats who liked to congregate at the Spanish Bar, one of the only non-Soviet restaurants in town. But the Moskva fell out of popularity after the collapse of the USSR and its anachronistic accommodations were in dire need of an upgrade. It was certainly a prize catch for the right hotelier.24

The Rossiya was in even worse shape. This 3,000-room box was regarded as Europe’s biggest hotel and had the reputation of being “Russia’s hotel from hell.” Though the Rossiya occupied prime real estate, sitting within spitting distance of the Kremlin, it had never quite recovered from a fire that had broken out in its halls several years earlier. It had become a joke to its staff, many of whom couldn’t keep a straight face when claiming the hotel to be free of rats and cockroaches.25 Bad as that was, an even more dangerous problem stalked the labyrinthine halls of the Rossiya. According to Paul Klebnikov, the founding editor of Russian Forbes who was later shot and killed for investigating corruption, the Rossiya Hotel was under the control of a Chechen gang lord named “Lechi the Bearded One.”26 In another report prepared by Russia’s Interior Ministry that appeared in FBI files, the Rossiya was listed as one of several hotels in Moscow commandeered by a criminal group originating from the former Soviet Republic of Georgia. It seemed the only guests not booking rooms at the hotel were the five-star guests for whom it was intended.

Trump and LeBow submitted to Resin a $175 million proposal to renovate the Moskva, which would include expanding the 180 rooms of the hotel to 600, with the upper floors being converted into private condominiums. There were to be extensive amenities for residents, such as retail shops, a convention center, banquet halls, and public spaces. In exchange for giving the Trump Organization and LeBow majority ownership of the Moskva, Trump promised to turn the hotel around in 18 months.27

Trump and LeBow also met with government representatives in a conference room at the Moskva to discuss plans for the hotel. Trump was late to the meeting and a young expatriate businessman was sent downstairs to wait for him. When Trump arrived, two young Russian women accompanied him. The businessman told Jeffrey Toobin of the New Yorker, “I had never met Trump before, and I was nervous as hell. So I started panicking. I mean, this was a serious meeting. So I suggested to Trump that I wait downstairs at the bar with them. I’d keep them company until he was finished. He said no way. He thought it was hilarious. He wanted to go upstairs with them. So what could I do? The three of them went up to the meeting together.”28

Resin later told the press that Trump’s associates had presented “their vision and their conditions” to modernize these hotels and that an agreement was “practically reached.”29 Trump and LeBow’s plan did not include the Rossiya, but that didn’t stop Resin from announcing that Trump had won the contract to refurbish both hotels.

Just as was the case in Trump’s 1987 trip to Moscow, however, nothing came of his 1996 visit either. Both times, Trump had made a big scene of flying in and out, and laying out grandiose plans that ended in very public failures, but his name would remain absent from Moscow’s real estate boom. It’s not entirely clear why these deals collapsed, but there is evidence that Trump may have realized he was headed for trouble. In an article about lawlessness in Moscow and the death of journalist Paul Klebnikov, The Washington Times reported that Moscow was too dangerous for even the bumptious real estate developer Donald Trump. Trump was quoted as saying, “Do I have crazy written on my forehead?” after reportedly being asked about his investment in a “famous Moscow hotel.”30 Although this sounded exactly like Trump, he later denied it, not wishing to offend Mayor Luzhkov. “I wouldn’t say anything like that,” Trump said in a court deposition. “If I were—you know, I’ve never seen this article, but if I were in Moscow as a politician or something and Trump said this, I would be very insulted by it.”31 Far from insulting Mayor Luzhkov, Trump wanted to stay in his good graces, and his efforts to do so would mark one of the strangest chapters of his love affair with Russia.



—

IN JANUARY 1997, TRUMP RECEIVED a phone call from Michael Gordon, a reporter from The New York Times in Moscow, who had just interviewed a Russian sculptor named Zurab Tsereteli. Gordon wanted to know whether it was true that Trump and Tsereteli had discussed erecting a 311-foot-tall bronze statue of Christopher Columbus on the Hudson River. “Yes, it’s already been made, from what I understand,” said Trump, who had been introduced to the sculptor during his Moscow trip. According to Trump, the head of the statue was already in New York, while the body was still in St. Petersburg, waiting to be shipped. The whole thing was being gifted to America by the Russian government. “It’s got $40 million worth of bronze in it, and Zurab would like it to be at my West Side Yards development,” he said to Gordon, “and we are working toward that end…[T]he mayor of Moscow has written a letter to Rudy Giuliani stating that they would like to make a gift of this great work by Zurab. It would be my honor if we could work it out with the City of New York. I am absolutely favorably disposed toward it. Zurab is a very unusual guy. This man is major and legit.” Trump hung up and spoke to Singer, the New Yorker reporter who then had unprecedented access to Trump’s life. “See what I do? All this bullshit. Know what? After shaking five thousand hands, I think I’ll go wash mine.”32

But Trump’s hands never stayed clean for long. For years, Tsereteli had been trying to find a home in America for his gargantuan work The Birth of the New World, a sculpture of Christopher Columbus so massive that when erected, it would be the tallest statue in the Western hemisphere, craning over the Statue of Liberty by more than 100 feet. Tsereteli had finished The Birth of the New World in 1991, in time for the quincentennial of Columbus’s famous 1492 voyage to the Americas. Though he had offered it for free to America as a gesture of goodwill, his creation languished for years in a St. Petersburg warehouse, largely because no American city wanted it. Aside from the prohibitive cost of erecting such a monstrosity, no one would confuse one of Tsereteli’s sculptures with a work of art. One columnist called Tsereteli’s Columbus “graceless as a herd of brontosaurus…configured in the shape of an exploded hydrant.”33 Historians argued that the steering wheel Tsereteli’s Columbus was clutching did not exist in the explorer’s lifetime. And Native Americans considered it an insult to honor a man who, to them, represented five centuries of genocide. Until Trump showed interest, the closest taker for the Columbus statue had been the namesake city of Columbus, Ohio, which pulled out its bid after the town erupted in protest against what had been dubbed “Chris Kong.”34

It’s odd to think that the same man who jackhammered Bonwit Teller’s priceless facade would suddenly go to bat for a Russian artist’s widely reviled work. Trump had once refused to buy a series of black, silver, and gold silkscreen paintings the artist Andy Warhol had made for the lobby of Trump Tower. (“I think Trump’s sort of cheap,” Warhol had written in his diary. “I get that feeling.”35) In fact, Donald Trump’s primary art purchases were paintings that depicted Donald Trump, one of which was purchased with $10,000 from his own charity. It stretched credulity to the breaking point to believe that Trump’s interest in Tsereteli was purely aesthetic.

It turned out that, like other Russian celebrities, Tsereteli had strong relationships with crooked businessmen and corrupt politicians. The connection that likely interested Trump was Tsereteli’s relationship with Mayor Luzhkov.36 As the mayor’s muse, Tsereteli was given several high-profile commissions, along with a Moscow mansion that once housed the German Embassy. Tsereteli’s work began popping up all over Moscow, including a 15-story statue of Peter the Great, which was rumored to be a rejected early cast of The Birth of the New World, and was so excoriated by local Muscovites that someone once tried to blow it up. But Trump adored this “grandiose creation” and its creator, calling Tsereteli “the closest to me in spirit, the best sculptor of Russia.”37

Trump may have also known that Mayor Luzhkov was chairman of the Columbus Committee of Russia, which actively sought to place Tsereteli’s behemoth commemorations abroad. In 1993, Luzhkov appealed to President Yeltsin to waive export duties on crates destined for Seville, Spain, that contained yet another of Tsereteli’s Columbus statues, The Birth of a New Man. While the shipping list included 600 tons of bronze for the statue, also listed were an additional 8,500 tons of copper that had no discernible purpose, an amount equal to 5 percent of Russia’s annual copper exports at the time.38 It would have been enough to build the Columbus statue many times over—had it been the right form of copper. The shipments actually contained a softer grade of copper used for electrical wiring. The whole thing appeared to be a scheme to avoid taxes on exports of Russia’s natural resources.39

The copper export scam was linked to another backer of the Columbus project, Grigori Loutchansky, a man with the unusual distinction of being one of the most investigated men on Earth without ever having been convicted of a crime. Loutchansky was a founding partner of Nordex GmbH, the notorious Austrian trading firm that had been set up to help get Communist Party funds out of the collapsing Soviet Union.40 However, this was not the only illicit activity uncovered by the CIA, which suspected Nordex GmbH of smuggling drugs, weapons, and even nuclear technology for the Russian Mafiya.41 Loutchansky vigorously denied these accusations and has said, not without reason, that if even a fraction of the charges were true he would be behind bars. What is certain is that Loutchansky provided the seed capital to get Tsereteli’s Columbus statue over to America. “I wanted to help Tsereteli because he is a friend of Yuri Luzhkov, and I did not want to spoil the relationship with the mayor of Moscow…He was asking me at the time to finance a beer brewery construction. So I gave Columbus $15,000 for its charter capital. And promptly forgot about it, until I read in the newspaper about some refined copper,” Loutchansky told Kommersant.42

Bennett LeBow was also a big fan of Tsereteli the sculptor. LeBow had pushed hard to get the Columbus statue erected in Miami Beach. In August of 1992, he set up the New World Foundation Inc. to raise the estimated $20 million it would cost to erect the sculpture. He also offered to raise the $5 million needed to build a 130-foot island to house the statue in the waters off Miami Beach. “I’ve been doing some business in Russia and I know some of the people involved,” LeBow said. “Miami is so close to where Columbus set foot, it’s the perfect place.”43 Like Trump, LeBow was interested in Tsereteli for reasons other than his love of monumental sculpture. LeBow’s PR spokesman described the sculptor as the “Russian Clark Clifford,” referring to the former defense secretary and well-connected Washington lawyer.44 Doing a favor for Tsereteli certainly didn’t hurt LeBow’s far-flung business interests in Russia.

Mayor Luzhkov and Tsereteli the sculptor joined LeBow in Miami for a celebration of the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage to the United States. Tsereteli and his patron led a delegation of 10 Russians to present the people of the United States with pieces of the bronze robe from Tsereteli’s Columbus. Despite all the fanfare, Miami Beach would be the first of many cities to say nyet to Tsereteli’s Columbus. Fort Lauderdale, Cleveland, and Columbus all passed, as did Baltimore, which called the monstrosity “From Russia with Ugh.”45 Aides to Mayor Rudy Giuliani said that they would resist the “Tseretelization” of New York, Trump’s lobbying notwithstanding.46

Tsereteli’s statue did finally find a home, though it wouldn’t be on the mainland United States. Puerto Rico agreed to accept the statue, spending $12 million to erect it, while the U.S. territory teetered on the brink of bankruptcy. It was inaugurated in 2016 in Arecibo, a beach town on the northern side of the island about 50 miles from San Juan. Hurricane Maria struck a year later, destroying the town. Only Tsereteli’s Columbus remained standing to oversee the damage.





4.

POST-SOVIET PAYOUTS

TO UNDERSTAND THE NEXT PHASE OF Trump’s business career, when he began to partner with criminals and accept criminal money from the former Soviet Union, we need to step back for a moment and take a look at the other side of the equation. While Trump sold apartments in Trump Tower to criminals in the 1980s and welcomed them into his casino in the 1990s, Russia was disintegrating into what Boris Yeltsin described as a “superpower of crime.”1 The world largely ignored Yeltsin’s plea and allowed organized crime to have its way. A little-noticed academic paper published in the 1990s predicted the future. “The present passivity against the growing power and entrenchment of post-Soviet organized crime may usher in a new form of authoritarianism with very severe long-term consequences for the citizens of the [f]ormer Soviet Union—and indeed for the rest of the world,” wrote Louise Shelley, a professor who studied Russian organized crime.2

Organized crime in the Soviet Union was an outgrowth of a peculiar paradox. Citizens were conditioned to believe that making a profit or owning property was a crime, even as Gorbachev’s era of perestroika—which saw social and economic restructuring during the final days of the Soviet Union—was allowing greater leniency toward capitalism. At the same time, the state turned a blind eye to a flourishing black market, a sort of pre-digital Alibaba, where anything from boom boxes to bread could be bought.

In the last days of the Soviet Union, the ones who were keeping the lights on in Russia were members of organized crime. They had what no one else did: access to goods and services. Criminals had learned to exploit the shortages of consumer goods created by the lumbering Soviet planned economy. As a result, they were the only ones with an understanding of market capitalism, crude as it was, and they could deliver what the people needed. Russia couldn’t get rid of organized crime. It needed it to survive. When the USSR fell, any controls on this black market economy vanished, and many post-Soviet states were built back up with help from criminals.

Trump’s long-standing interest in building a tower in Russia reflected what was happening to nearly all the post-Soviet states, which were turning into the Wild East. After the fall of the Soviet Union, it was Boris Yeltsin who would bring Russia into a market-based economy, and his methods would leave an impact long after his presidency. Yeltsin had followed the advice of his minister of privatization, Anatoly Chubais, who believed that the cure for the economic cancer of 70 years of communism was a radical embrace of capitalism. Chubias’s “shock therapy” abruptly shifted the economy from a planned to a market economy, delivering an enormous amount of shock but little therapy. Price controls were eliminated, which unleased hyperinflation. That was followed by a massive sale of formerly state-owned property to Russian citizens, who were given a book of vouchers that represented shares in companies formerly held by the Soviet Union.

Most Russians did not understand the value of owning shares in private corporations, and being desperately poor, quickly sold off their vouchers to more economically savvy people who had better knowledge of how this new system worked. Thousands of Soviet firms were privatized in this haphazard way, which left a select few insiders or speculators in control of the vast industrial might of the USSR. And it wasn’t just newly privatized industries that were being hijacked. Billions of dollars embezzled from party funds and sales of natural resources were stashed by former KGB agents in private banks. In the span of Yeltsin’s first five-year term, these insiders and speculators formed a powerful oligarchy of businessmen that enjoyed cozy relations with many entrenched crime lords and former party members turned independent politicians. Under this tripartite rule, there would be no middle class. These new rulers of Russia began stashing their wealth abroad and quietly bought up trophy properties in London, New York, and Florida.

Anti-Semites made much of the fact that seven of the early oligarchs, who controlled half of the Russian economy in the 1990s, were Jewish. So were many of the major crime lords in Russia. This was not some secret Jewish conspiracy, but rather a result of circumstances. Jews in the Soviet Union were systematically denied opportunities on the basis of their religion. As a result, many turned to the black market to make ends meet. When the Soviet Union fell, they had a head start on their fellow countrymen, who had been taught to hate and fear capitalism.3

With revenue in the new Russia trickling into private pockets rather than being reinvested in the interest of the people, oligarchs nearly gutted the economies of many post-Soviet nations. Russia went into a humiliating decline that left the average citizen hankering for a return to the days of the Soviet Union. Poverty, mortality, and crime rates actually increased among the general populace during this period. By the end of Yeltsin’s first term, these oligarchs and the president they backed had become the most despised people in all the post–Soviet Union states.

With Russia leading the way for oligarchs to build their private businesses into conglomerate empires, many of them began eyeing other developing post-Soviet nations to divvy up. Among the most tantalizing was Ukraine. Out of all the newly independent nations that had formed after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Ukraine was barely staying on its feet and remained the most dependent on Russia for stability. Ukraine’s GDP in 1994 was half of what it had been at the outset of its independence in 1991, while inflation during the same period had increased by 10,000 percent. With such a pitiful economy, Ukraine became a feeding ground for organized criminals and greedy tycoons who were quickly developing an international network to exploit once national industries and maintain dominance over them. Which is how one oligarch, proposing the novel idea of “sharing interests in Ukraine,” came to host one of the most historic gatherings of organized criminals no one was ever to know about.



—

IN OCTOBER 1995, A BUSINESSMAN named Boris Birshtein held a meeting in an office in the Diamond Center, a large commercial jewelry space in downtown Tel Aviv. In attendance were several Russian and Ukrainian vory, a who’s who of the Russian and Ukrainian crime world. If the former Soviet Union had had its own version of the 10 Most Wanted, eight of them were now sharing a room.

Over the course of nine days in Israel, the group traveled around the country, all while being monitored by the Israeli National Police (INP). Using wiretaps, the INP noticed that the group was making phone calls to Russia, Hungary, and Paris. According to a report later published by the FBI, two phone lines were identified as belonging to a couple of the biggest names in Russian organized crime. Sergei Mikhailov, or “Mihas,” was the head of the Solntsevskaya organization, Russia’s biggest and most powerful criminal gang. Semion Mogilevich, or “Seva,” ran his own organization—one that laundered money for Solntsevskaya and was involved in virtually every criminal activity imaginable.

That Birshtein had been able to bring together such powerful and feared figures gives a clue to the importance of their meeting, and of Birshtein’s influence. While any of these crime lords could have made their own deals in Ukraine, Birshtein had connections to make these deals even more lucrative. He had given as much as $5 million to the 1994 campaign of Leonid Kuchma, a pro-Russian politician running for his first term as the country’s president. Another of Birshtein’s underworld Ukrainian connections was a man named Olexander Volkov, an aide to President Kuchma.

Though the FBI report notes dryly, “The subject of the meeting was the sharing of interests in Ukraine,” the country wasn’t just an innocent pie, but a gangster’s paradise.4 In the years after independence, Ukraine was a country with virtually no law enforcement. As bad as things were in Russia, at least it had the state police agency, the MVD, to battle the gangs. Ukraine had nothing, and in the time it took the new nation to create its own rules and institutions, its criminals and corrupt officials built up enormous domestic and international influence. Kuchma warned that the country faced a “secret syndicate of Ukrainian gangsters…much more dangerous than the Sicilian mafia.”5 Even Kuchma’s prime minister, Pavel Lazarenko, would later be discovered to have looted $114 million from the country’s banks.

But Birshtein existed at the center of a vast Venn diagram of corruption, bribery, and deception. He was the primary manager of the KGB’s offshore funds after the collapse of the Soviet Union. President Boris Yeltsin even recalled being introduced to Birshtein as a “KGB agent.” The Russian newspaper Izvestia described Birshtein as a gangster who moonlighted as a double agent, working for the KGB and the Mossad, the Israeli spy service, all at the same time.6 Born in Lithuania, Birshtein left the Soviet Union in the late 1970s for Israel, and later ended up in Toronto where he established the Seabeco Group, which partnered with the Russian government in a large state-owned fertilizer company and a steelmaking concern. Birshtein flew around the world in a private jet and was treated like a head of state. When he landed in Moscow, a police motorcade with flashing lights and sirens escorted his limousine to his villa in the Lenin Hills, which was patrolled by armed guards in Russian military uniforms, The Toronto Star reported.7 In 1991, he was picked to serve as an economic advisor to newly independent Kyrgyzstan, one of the former Soviet republics. He met with Canada’s then prime minister Brian Mulroney and other top officials, but two years later, Birshtein was caught up in a scandal—involving billions in laundered money, 7 million tons of missing oil, and key Russian politicians—that rocked the Yeltsin government and led to the resignation or dismissal of several senior cabinet ministers, and Birshtein was forced to flee Toronto, now persona non grata.

Birshtein left Canada and turned his attention to his underworld connections and Ukraine at the Tel Aviv meeting. Wherever Birshtein went, scandal seemed to follow and the opportunities would only multiply.8



—

ONLY ONE THING COULD HINDER the plan: a head of state who couldn’t be counted on to play along. At the time of the Tel Aviv meeting, Russian politicians were gearing up for the country’s second presidential election, an event that many nations in the world were eyeing closely. Among the most contentious points affecting the country was corruption, which ran rampant. The popularity of and trust in Boris Yeltsin, the incumbent president, had dipped to below 10 percent, following what was seen as a bungling of Russia’s entrance to capitalism. Yeltsin was largely to blame for the initiative to privatize many of Russia’s resources and commodities, which made fortunes for a few individuals (the oligarchy), while the rest of the populace suffered from a failing economy. Though Aleksandr Lebed, the presidential contender who had met with Donald Trump in New York, was popular among right-wing nationalists for his hardline military reputation, he was a distant third to Yeltsin’s biggest challenger, Gennady Zyuganov, head of Russia’s newly revamped Communist Party, who stumped on a platform of bringing stability back to the country and fighting the crime and corruption that was growing out of control. The Russian populace was listening and, in 1995, the Communist Party claimed a majority of seats in the State Duma, Russia’s lower house of congress. For most of the election, Zyuganov was so far ahead of Yeltsin in the polls that when the Communist candidate attended the World Economic Forum at Davos, Switzerland, world leaders lined up to meet who they assumed would be the next president of Russia. Also in attendance and not at all oblivious to Zyuganov’s popularity were three of Russia’s most powerful oligarchs, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, Vladimir Gusinsky, and Boris Berezovsky, who would form what would later be infamously known as the “Davos Pact,” a plan to get the extremely unpopular Yeltsin reelected.9 They had indirect help from Yeltsin’s chummy relationship with U.S. president Bill Clinton. The “Bill and Boris Show,” as it has been dubbed, marked a period when Yeltsin came to be seen as Clinton’s oafish but endearing Eastern European buddy, sharing chuckles on the White House lawn. It didn’t help that even back home, Yeltsin was seen as an embarrassing drunkard who often had to be held in place as he teetered to and fro during speeches. But as Clinton supplied Yeltsin with American aid, the American president also launched NATO campaigns to democratize several former Soviet states, including Ukraine, Russia’s longest-held territory. With Yeltsin being criticized on the left for bringing Russia to social instability, and on the right for being humbled by its former Cold War foe, a Yeltsin victory seemed highly unlikely. Yet, in an election widely considered to be fraudulent, Yeltsin was ushered back in for a second term in the summer of 1996. The oligarchs and vory had won.

With Yeltsin reelected, the oligarchy assured of its place, and Birshtein-funded candidate Kuchma installed in the Ukrainian presidency, the Ukraine plan only required getting the right people in the right positions. One of the most notorious of these would be one of Birshtein’s former Seabeco employees, a man named Alexander Shnaider, who had left the firm to form Midland, a steel trade company with operations in Ukraine, where the steel industry accounted for 25 percent of the country’s GDP. After the country’s steel industry was privatized, Shnaider acquired 93 percent of shares of Zaporizhstal, Ukraine’s fourth-largest steel mill. By the time of the Tel Aviv meeting, Shnaider had married Birshtein’s daughter. But his new son-in-law was hardly Birshtein’s only wily former employee; two other Seabeco alums, Alexander Mashkevitch and Patokh Chodiev, along with a Kazakh entrepreneur named Alijan Ibragimov, purchased many of Kazakhstan’s natural resource companies and launched Eurasian Natural Resources Corp., a company that would end up with a revenue equal to nearly 5 percent of Kazakhstan’s GDP. The “Kazakh Trio,” as they would come to be known, would later expand their practices to include luxurious property and hotel ventures.

But while Birshtein was connected, Mogilevich, “the boss of bosses,” was crafty. Unlike other vory, Mogilevich encouraged his people to use their heads before their fists and guns, and it was with his help that the Russian Mafiya evolved from petty criminals to a sophisticated interconnected syndicate. While he wasn’t immune to the dangers of the underworld (Mikhailov once accused Mogilevich of cheating him out of millions and tried to have him killed at a birthday party at his Prague Black & White club), Mogilevich tended to chase white-collar rather than blue-collar criminal pursuits. His lieutenants weren’t street thugs, but often people with advanced degrees, which is how they were able to turn a Budapest-based magnet maker named Magnex, which Mogilevich had acquired to use as a front company for his criminal organization, into an international corporation.

In 1990, Mogilevich incorporated a company called Arigon Ltd. on the Channel Islands and used it to launder proceeds from extortion and trafficking, a service he extended to Mikhailov’s Solntsevskaya organization, while selling illicit oil to the Ukrainian railways on the side. In 1994, Mogilevich’s Magnex company “acquired” Arigon, and renamed his growing company YBM Magnex (the initials apparently didn’t mean anything). The reverse-takeover ballooned YBM Magnex’s worth and it was publicly listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange only five months after Birshstein’s Tel Aviv meeting.



—

IN 1995, BRITISH DETECTIVES ACTING on a tip that Arigon was running a money-laundering operation raided the London law firm that represented it in a sting called Operation Sword. There they uncovered records that revealed Arigon was part of a network of companies owned by YBM Magnex International Inc., a corporation based in the quaint Philadelphia commuter village of Newtown. Also under the YBM umbrella was the Budapest-based manufacturer Magnex RA and the Alberta-based Pratecs Technologies. British authorities shut down Arigon but continued to track YBM Magnex, which was headed by none other than David Bogatin’s brother, Jacob. While David served time in Attica, Mogilevich had provided Jacob Bogatin with $2.4 million in seed money to get YBM up and running in the United States. Bogatin later joined YBM’s board along with such luminaries as David Peterson, a former premier of the Canadian province of Ontario. Soon after Arigon was shuttered, Pratecs became YBM Magnex, and YBM opened a new sales, finance, and distribution wing, United Trade, headquartering it in the Cayman Islands under the watch of a financier named Igor Fisherman.10 YBM Magnex billed itself as a leading producer of permanent industrial magnets and high-tech bicycles that the company claimed were used by Russia’s Olympic team. It boasted of its spacious Pennsylvania corporate office and warehouse and sent frequent press releases announcing significant deals and developments. Over four years, “net sales quadrupled, net income jumped nine fold, earnings rose by a factor of five, and the future looked just as promising,” The Philadelphia Inquirer reported.11 YBM Magnex was performing well enough that it was included in the Toronto Stock Exchange’s index of 300 leading companies. When an accounting firm revealed to the FBI that YBM Magnex had tried to bribe one of its auditors to certify the accuracy of its financial statements, it seemed time to pay YBM Magnex a visit.

Charlie Murray, a veteran agent stationed at the Philadelphia bureau, had never heard of Mogilevich until British investigators informed him that YBM was in fact owned by one of the world’s most ruthless gangsters. They described Mogilevich as a criminal involved with just about every illegal activity imaginable—an FBI report listed prostitution, weapons trafficking, smuggling of nuclear materials, drug trafficking, dealing in precious gems, and money laundering. Yet the only thing Murray could find on Semion Mogilevich was a 20-year-old currency-related conviction in Kiev. From decades of experience working La Cosa Nostra cases in New York and Philadelphia, Murray knew that mobsters usually left a trail, but Mogilevich had been able to conceal his steps. Murray knew this wasn’t an easy thing to do, even for a powerful crime boss, and this fact didn’t settle easy with him.12

Murray and his team didn’t want to tip off the company or Mogilevich, and they kept the YBM investigation under wraps for more than a year as Murray built up a case to take down not just YBM Magnex but Mogilevich himself. The FBI got a judge’s permission to wiretap YBM around Christmas 1997. For three months, agents listened to numerous incriminating conversations between Mogilevich associates, adding to the growing body of evidence of the YBM fraud. Murray declined to say what he overheard, but FBI reports note that Mogilevich’s people had the habit of speaking openly on the phone, just as he had back in Tel Aviv. On May 13, 1998, the FBI descended on YBM’s offices in Newtown armed with a search warrant. The company’s site was so huge that officers had to be posted overnight so the search could continue the next day. During that time they discovered files containing bank statements, invoices, and purchase orders for millions of dollars in magnet sales, as well as thousands of pages of additional documents related to the profitable business. What they didn’t find were magnets and bikes. The whole thing had been a carefully crafted illusion, a means of legitimizing the proceeds of Mogilevich’s sprawling criminal enterprise. “It was a cash cow,” Murray later told me.

When news broke, trading in YBM was halted, and a few months later, the company confirmed shareholders’ worst fears. YBM’s business was, as a class-action lawsuit put it, hopelessly mired in criminal conduct, its commercial activities impossible to audit and verify, and its common stock worthless. The sheer complexity of the YBM Magnex fraud, which involved tracing “magnet” sales and records to 25 countries, including the Republic of Nauru in the South Pacific, would take years to unravel. The company pleaded guilty to a charge of conspiracy to commit fraud in the United States and agreed to pay a fine of $3 million. Investors ultimately lost $150 million, but Murray said that it could have been much worse. YBM had filed papers for a listing on the NASDAQ exchange, which would almost certainly have made the scale of the fraud exponentially larger.

Not long after the YBM Magnex investigation began, FBI agents were assigned to work hand-in-hand with the Hungarian National Police in Budapest on a joint organized-crime task force. Mogilevich relied on a network of former Hungarian police to keep him informed and word that the FBI was in town convinced him it was time to go. FBI Director Robert Mueller acknowledged the contributions of the task force during a visit to Budapest. “As soon as the task force began investigating his activities, Mogilevich realized he could no longer use Budapest as his base of operations,” Mueller said. “He immediately fled the country, and is now hiding in Moscow.” The hunt for Mogilevich was a top priority during Mueller’s term as director.

Much of the evidence for the YBM case lay in Russia. “We just didn’t have a warm and fuzzy feeling about working with the Russians at that time,” Murray told me. It was clear to the FBI that Russian authorities were stalling for time. It took a year for Murray to get answers from Moscow. Russian law enforcement could make him wait, but Charlie Murray was a patient man. He had spent a decade investigating La Cosa Nostra concrete construction firms in a case that gave the FBI access to the leadership of the five New York Mafia families. So he would patiently wait for answers, make use of the scanty information that was provided, and then ask more questions. Still, he sometimes wondered about the outcome. With no extradition treaty between the two countries, there was no way to force Russia to hand over Mogilevich. “It was always in the back of my mind, if we indict this guy are we going to get them?” he said. As long as Mogilevich stayed in the good graces of the Kremlin, Russian law enforcement wasn’t going to make Charlie Murray’s job any easier. And Mogilevich’s relationship with Vladimir Putin ran very deep.



—

AT THE TIME OF THE Tel Aviv meeting, Vladimir Putin was still a mid-level St. Petersburg bureaucrat. As an advisor to the mayor, Anatoly Sobchak, Putin’s future was up in the air when Sobchak lost his reelection bid. Upon Yeltsin’s reelection victory in the summer of 1996, however, Putin was tapped by the administration to be the deputy of its property management department, which managed the inventory of overseas property seized from the Communist Party.

Yeltsin noticed something of a leader in Putin and began preparing him for bigger responsibilities. Within three years, he was thrice promoted, first to deputy chief of Yeltsin’s presidential staff, and then to the director of the Russian security service, the FSB, the successor to the KGB. But his ascendancy may have had something to do with the brutality he showed toward opponents. One revealing chapter in this story involves Putin’s efforts to suppress an investigation by Yuri Skuratov, the Russian prosecutor general, into a kickback scandal that involved the head of the presidential property management department and members of Yeltsin’s inner circle. Skuratov was told in no uncertain terms to drop the investigation, and, when he refused, he was shown what the Russians called kompromat: a tape of him, or someone who resembled him, having sex with prostitutes.

To his credit, Skuratov still held firm, and the tape aired on state television. It was a sensation, and a huge debate ensued over whether the tape was real or fake news. Putin personally led the inquiry and announced that the man in the video was indeed the prosecutor general. Skuratov finally resigned, and in a private moment, he said that Putin tried to cheer him up. “Alas, Yuri,” Putin told him, “they say that there is a similar film about me.”13

In August of 1999, Putin was named deputy prime minister, and at the same time, Yeltsin’s designated successor. With Yeltsin’s blessing, Putin announced his bid for the presidency. Three months later, on New Year’s Eve, the last day of the twentieth century, Yeltsin abruptly resigned and Putin, still largely unknown to the Russian public, brought Russia into the twenty-first century as its acting president. Because of Yeltsin’s resignation, the Russian presidential election of 2000, due to be held in June, was moved up to March. In the three intervening months, Putin used his temporary presidential powers to crack down on Chechen terrorism, then afflicting cities such as Moscow and St. Petersburg, an effort that made him not only much more recognized in Russia, but also boosted his popularity. When a formal election was held, Putin swept up the votes to victory. At the top of his agenda was making Russia great again.

A video posted to the Internet shows Putin’s campaign office on election day. The future president is seen watching the results with a dozen friends and staff. The video seems innocuous enough, boring even, until one man turns his face to the camera. There has been intense speculation that the face may be that of Semion Mogilevich.

Alexander Litvinenko, a former KGB officer turned fierce critic of the Russian president, revealed the alleged ties between the Russian state and Mogilevich. According to Litvinenko, Russian intelligence used Mogilevich to carry out actions—including suspected weapons sales to al Qaida—that the state could not undertake on its own. “For this very reason the FSB is hiding Mogilevich from the FBI,” Litvinenko wrote in a letter to Italian investigators.14 Litvinenko also worked to transcribe and translate tapes of Ukrainian president Leonid Kuchma’s conversations, which were secretly recorded by one of his bodyguards. In one conversation, Kuchma spoke with Leonid Derkach, the former head of the Ukrainian security services:


KUCHMA: Have you found Mogilevich?

DERKACH: I found him.

KUCHMA: So, are you two working now?

DERKACH: We’re working. We have another meeting tomorrow.

He arrives incognito.



Later in the discussion, Derkach revealed a few details about Mogilevich.


DERKACH: He’s on good terms with Putin. He and Putin have been in contact since Putin was still in Leningrad.

KUCHMA: I hope we won’t have any problems because of this.

DERKACH: They have their own affairs.15



In 2001, five years after Murray first heard Mogilevich’s name, the U.S. Attorney’s office in Philadelphia decided that the FBI had enough material to take to a grand jury. There was so much evidence that presenting it all to the grand jury took a year. Finally, on March 13, 2002, after six years of investigation, Murray’s tenacity paid off. While he waited anxiously in federal court in Philadelphia, he learned that a grand jury had returned a 45-count indictment charging Mogilevich, Jacob Bogatin, and others with racketeering, securities fraud, and money laundering. Just as Murray had feared, however, all of the FBI’s hard work failed to bring Mogilevich to justice. Mogilevich remained in Russia, possibly protected by the FSB. The FBI added him to its 10 Most Wanted list, but without a formal extradition treaty between the two countries, he was out of reach. Jacob Bogatin’s defense attorney cleverly used Mogilevich’s absence to get his client off. Bogatin refused to sever his case and argued he had to be tried alongside the Brainy Don. Unable to proceed, prosecutors had no choice but to let Bogatin go.

Litvinenko, the man who revealed Putin’s ties to Mogilevich, sought and was granted asylum by the British government, where he continued to investigate the criminal dealings of the Putin administration. In 2006, he had a business meeting with two Russians at a bar in London. During his meeting, one of Litvinenko’s contacts slipped radioactive polonium into his tea, killing him in what an inquest showed to be a Russian government plot. Disclosure of such highly sensitive and damaging information as Mogilevich’s links to Putin, the British inquest concluded, may have been one of the reasons for Litvinenko’s gruesome murder.16

Putin’s rise from the KGB to the presidency of Russia revealed his deep connections, dating back years, to some of the same organized-crime figures who were in the shadows of Trump’s business empire. These were connections that could be very useful to a man like Putin, who was intimately familiar with the Russian game of kompromat, the use of compromising sex videos to blackmail and gain leverage over political opponents. And Trump, a man of voracious appetites, was uniquely susceptible to blackmail.








[image: PART II: THE COMEBACK KID]








5.

LITTLE MOSCOW

IT WAS A LITTLE MORE THAN a year into the new millennium, and television producer Mark Burnett was on top of the world. The reality television series he had produced, Survivor, had become the most talked-about show in America after debuting in May 2000. By the finale of its first season, Survivor was reaching more than 50 million weekly viewers and it the most-watched summer show since Sonny & Cher. The show’s second season was to air on January 28, 2001, right after Super Bowl XXXV. That morning, Burnett sat for an interview with CNN anchor Greta Van Susteren, who fired off questions about reality TV: “Where is it going? How long can this trend last? What does it say about our culture?”

Before answering, Burnett ticked off three more Survivor-esque shows he planned to produce. The third was the most outlandish. In Destination Mir, contestants in a made-for-TV astronaut-training competition would challenge each other for the opportunity to be “strapped inside a Soyuz rocket and blasted into outer space.” Bill Carter, a media reporter for The New York Times who was shadowing Burnett, later wrote that soon after Van Susteren departed, Burnett, “half-crowing and half-cowed,” admitted a rather juicy detail about Destination Mir.

“Putin is involved,” he said.1

Burnett confessed that he had been negotiating with the Kremlin to have Putin on the show in some way, no matter the public response. “I think Mir is going to be hard only as a political thing,” he told Carter. “The show will be easy. I really want to do a space show. And, typically, I’m quite good at making things happen.” Nothing came of Destination Mir, but a few years later, Hollywood’s darling reality-TV producer would have another hit series after he approached a notable real estate tycoon about a contest set in his signature building.

Like Survivor, The Apprentice was also set in a jungle, albeit one made of glass and concrete rather than flora and fauna. Its contestants competed for a high-level position within the Trump Organization rather than a $1 million cash prize, but The Apprentice was as seismic a television event as Survivor. Burnett had been right; his “dramality” model had struck a chord with America. Its host had initially waved off Burnett’s pitch to lure him into the show. Reality TV “was for the bottom feeders of society,” Trump believed.2 It was the opportunity to revive his broken image before the entire country that won him over. While Trump had spent the 1990s desperately trying to recover the empire the 1980s Trump had built, the 2000s Trump was beginning once again to stand on his own loafered feet.

The Apprentice clinched that recovery by recasting Trump as America’s CEO. “My name is Donald Trump,” he says in The Apprentice’s opening monologue, “and I’m the largest real estate developer in New York. I own buildings all over the place, model agencies, the Miss Universe Pageant, jetliners, golf courses, casinos, and private resorts like Mar-a-Lago, one of the most spectacular estates anywhere in the world.” Trump then adds a rags-to-riches story, “I was billions of dollars in debt. But I fought back and won—big league. I used my brain. I used my negotiating skills. And I worked it all out. Now my company is bigger than it ever was and stronger than it ever was and I’m having more fun than I ever had.” Those words and images would be burned into the minds of millions of Americans for years to come.

In this opening monologue, which lasts over four minutes, Trump glossed over many facts. He was still emerging from bankruptcy, slapping his brand name on just about everything from steaks to a bicycle race to earn a few shekels. He was no longer the largest real estate developer in the city. His jetliners were gone and his casinos in shambles. He’d even made an abortive presidential run in 2000, announcing his bid for the Reform Party nomination on Larry King Live in October of 1999 and ending it a short time later.

It was a very different Trump who ran for president in the 2000 election. He stumped for universal healthcare and openly considered Oprah Winfrey as his running mate. After his withdrawal, Trump wrote in an op-ed that America wasn’t ready yet for a “straight-talking businessman” president. Trump, then still Democrat-friendly, noted his discomfort with many of the Reform Party’s supporters, including David Duke, a former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, and conservative firebrand Pat Buchanan. Then there were the party’s fringe voters, people who “wanted to repeal the federal income tax, believed that the country was being run by the Trilateral Commission.” A presidential run paled in comparison to having built “one of the great skyscrapers of Manhattan,” though he ended his piece by noting that he could not rule out another bid for the presidency.3

Trump toyed with the idea of another run in 2004, but by the time of The Apprentice’s debut that same year, he had happily set aside politics for entertainment. He had his own TV show filmed right in the comfort of his own home in his beloved Trump Tower, the other star of The Apprentice. Trump Tower featured prominently in the opening credits, soundtracked by the O’Jays song “For the Love of Money.” It appeared imposing but desirous, the place where anyone with a wild dream of success would want to end up. Trump Tower appealed to millions of the “bottom feeders” who had now become his biggest fans. Trump’s newfound nationwide TV popularity after The Apprentice would boost Trump Tower in New York as a brand. Throngs of tourists now flooded its galleries while its apartments remained a magnet for more affluent residents. It was the holy grail of business ambition, the closest thing to a castle one could own in America, and on its throne was Trump, America’s greatest boss. At least that was the myth told to millions of viewers. Behind the scenes it would be other pieces of real estate—and the clients who were drawn to them—that would help Trump make a financial comeback.



—

AFTER THE FAILURE OF HIS earlier ventures in Russia, Donald Trump returned to the Baltschug Hotel in Moscow in the fall of 2002 with a new business model. He must have realized at some point that building in Moscow was not the only way to capture the vast flows of Russian money that were being looted out of the state. This time, he wasn’t planning to build any Trump towers in Moscow or anywhere else in Russia. He was there to sell apartments nearly 5,000 miles away. Why build in Moscow when Trump could build in New York with Russian money?

Trump wanted to make it easy for well-heeled Russians to buy one of his luxury Manhattan apartments “without even leaving the country,” The Moscow Times wrote. His real estate agent, Sotheby’s International, had partnered with Moscow-based Kirsanova Realty to open an office in the Russian capital where Trump’s apartments could be sold to Russians who were interested in buying abroad.4

Trump was offering apartments in two new buildings in Manhattan that bore his name. Trump World Tower stood right across the street from the United Nations headquarters on the East Side. At 72 stories, it would briefly hold the title of the tallest residential building in the world. On the West Side, two condominium towers known as Trump Place were being built on a tract of land overlooking the Hudson River known as the West Side Yards. Prices ranged from a minimum of $1 million to as much as $30 million for a penthouse. On top of that were astronomical property taxes reaching as high as $15,000 a month.

Trump was the star attraction at the Baltschug Hotel, but Moscow-based reporters noticed a curious thing about the event. No one in attendance would admit that they were there to buy an apartment. “Potential customers present at yesterday’s presentation of New York real estate not only refused to identify themselves, but also did not admit they were interested in this real estate, insisting that they simply went for ‘pies to eat,’” the Russian newspaper Vedomosti reported.5

The embarrassment could be explained by the fact that the few Russians who could afford a million-dollar apartment in New York didn’t owe their wealth to business smarts. It was largely connections—who you knew, not what you knew—that determined who rose and who didn’t in the new Russia of Vladimir Putin. The new class of Russian businessmen and criminals who would become Trump’s customers didn’t want to keep their money in Russia. The wealthiest of Russians weren’t interested in a Trump Tower in Moscow. A tower in New York—now, that was something that interested them. As the 2003 arrest and imprisonment of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the owner of the Russian oil giant Yukos and the country’s richest man, made painfully clear, if you were wealthy in Russia, your money was never secure. Your money was only safe if and when it moved out of the country, beyond the reach of the Kremlin. Even if the owners never set foot in New York, an apartment in Trump World Tower was a secure way to store assets. It was a safety deposit box for wealthy Russians.

This was Trump’s unspoken sales pitch: Come to New York. Come to Florida. You can enjoy your money, no questions asked. “Now, Russian connoisseurs of high-class housing will have the opportunity to become neighbors of well-known politicians, businessmen and Hollywood stars,” said an executive with Sotheby’s International Realty.6

Trump didn’t deny that his condos were magnets for foreign money. He bragged about it in full-page ads in New York magazine. “The Trump Factor” was the headline over a personal letter signed by Trump. After noting seven of the top 10 most expensive condo sales were in buildings with his name on them, Trump wrote, “The world’s most affluent buyers place a premium on the Trump name—and they’re willing to pay a premium for it.”7



—

LIKE TRUMP TOWER A MILE to the east, Trump World Tower lured several celebrity residents, including Derek Jeter, Sophia Loren, and Harrison Ford, along with future members of Trump’s inner circle. Eastern European and Central Asian oligarchs, who carried the kind of pocket-books Trump was hoping for, also leased several condos. An investigation by Bloomberg BusinessWeek found that one-third of the units sold on floors 76 through 83 by 2004 involved people or limited-liability companies connected to Russia and neighboring states. “We had big buyers from Russia and Ukraine and Kazakhstan,” Debra Stotts, one of the World Tower’s sales agents, told the magazine.8

The first wave of tenants was helped by a Ukrainian-born electronics store owner turned commodities trader named Sam Kislin, who later became a major donor to Rudolph Giuliani’s 1994 and 1997 mayoral campaigns. Kislin began issuing condo mortgages to people like his longtime friend Vasily Salygin, a future official in the Ukrainian Party of Regions, the same party Paul Manafort would help return to power. Kislin and Trump’s relationship stretched back as far as 1976, when the future president purchased 200 televisions on credit from Kislin’s electronics store for his newly acquired Commodore Hotel. Exactly how Trump found the store isn’t clear, for Joy-Lud Electronics was the only store in New York that catered exclusively to a Soviet clientele. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko paid a visit. So did Yevgeny Primakov, a future foreign intelligence chief. Ditto for Georgy Arbatov, who served as the Kremlin’s American-based media spokesman. At the time, Kislin’s business partner in Joy-Lud was Tamir Sapir, who would partner with Trump on a real estate development 40 years later and live in a massive Trump Tower condo of his own.

In 1989, Kislin opened a company in New York called Trans Commodities Inc. and began trading metals and raw materials from the Soviet Union. His Russian partner was Michael Cherney. Like Vyacheslav Ivankov, Semion Mogilevich, and others, Cherney’s name surfaces repeatedly in this story. Cherney has long faced allegations—which he has denied—that he and his brother, Lev, are connected to Russian organized crime. Cherney handled the Russian end of the business using what he described to a London court as his “extensive connections in various governmental structures.” When the partnership ended in 1992, Kislin and Cherney each received a $100 million profit.9

In addition to trading goods from the former Soviet Union, Trans Commodities Inc. sponsored more than 100 Russian nationals entering the United States. These included Joseph Kobzon, the “Frank Sinatra” of Russia, who was the “spiritual leader” of the Russian Mafiya, as well as another man described by the FBI as a contract killer. In addition, Kislin was a “close associate” of the late notorious arms smuggler Babeck Seroush, who later settled in Russia. A 1994 FBI report identified Kislin and his nephew as members of the organization of the vor Vyacheslav Ivankov. Kislin denied these allegations.10

Eduard Nektalov, a diamond dealer born in Uzbekistan, purchased a $1.6 million apartment in Trump World Tower in July 2003, a time when federal agents were investigating him for a money-laundering scheme. Nektalov sold his unit a month after he bought it for a $500,000 profit. He would be gunned down on Manhattan’s Sixth Avenue in 2004.11 Living one floor above Nektalov was Kellyanne Conway, who would become a familiar face to Americans as one of Trump’s staunchest defenders and eventual counselor to the future president. An even bigger investor in Trump World Tower and other Trump properties was Michael D. Cohen, who joined the Trump Organization in 2006, as Trump’s personal lawyer, a role once occupied by Roy Cohn, Senator Joseph McCarthy’s heavy-lidded hatchet man during the Red Scare days, who advised Trump in the 1980s. Michael Cohen’s bare-knuckled tactics had earned him the nickname of “Tom,” a reference to Tom Hagen, the consigliore to Mafia Don Vito Corleone in The Godfather.12

Like Tom Hagen, Cohen had grown up around organized crime, specifically the Russian Mafiya. Cohen’s uncle, Morton Levine, was a wealthy Brooklyn doctor who owned the El Caribe Country Club, a Brooklyn catering hall and event space that was a well-known hangout for Russian gangsters. Cohen and his siblings all had ownership stakes in the club, which rented for years to Evsei Agron, the first Mafiya boss of Brighton Beach; his successor, Marat Balagula; and Boris Nayfeld.13 Cohen’s uncle said his nephew gave up his stake in the club after Trump’s election.14

Cohen married into a Ukrainian family. I spoke to two former federal investigators who told me Cohen was introduced to Trump by Cohen’s father-in-law, Fima Shusterman, a naturalized U.S. citizen from Ukraine with a 1993 conviction for a money-laundering-related crime. “Fima may have been a (possibly silent) business partner with Trump, perhaps even used as a conduit for Russian investors in Trump properties and other ventures,” a former federal investigator told me. “Cohen, who married into the family, was given the job with the Trump Org as a favor to Shusterman.” (“Untrue,” Cohen told me. “Your source is creating fake news.”) In addition, Shusterman, who owned at least four New York taxi companies, set his son-in-law up in the yellow cab business. Cohen once ran 260 yellow cabs with his Ukrainian-born partner, the “taxi king” Simon V. Garber, until their partnership ended acrimoniously.

Glenn Simpson, the private investigator who was independently hired to examine Trump’s Russia connections during the real estate mogul’s presidential run, testified before the House Intelligence Committee that Cohen “had a lot of connections to the former Soviet Union, and that he seemed to have associations with organized crime figures in New York and Florida, Russian organized crime figures,” including Garber.15

Cohen wasn’t the only member of his family who married a Ukrainian woman. His brother, Bryan, also had a Ukrainian father-in-law. Alex Oronov was a naturalized American citizen who raised his family in New York where he worked for many years as an art dealer specializing in Russian artists. Then, in 1994, Oronov left the art world behind and returned to Ukraine to help launch Grain Alliance, an agricultural venture to make Ukraine “the world’s bread basket.” It wouldn’t be long before Oronov brought the Cohen brothers over to Ukraine to explore business deals in bioethanol.

Another curious episode in Cohen’s life occurred in 1999 when he received a $350,000 check from the professional hockey player Vladimir Malakhov, who was then playing for the NHL’s Montreal Canadiens. According to Malakhov, the check—made out to Cohen—was a loan to a friend. The friend, however, swore in an affidavit that she never received the money and never even knew the check had been written until it was discovered years later in a Florida lawsuit. So what happened to the money? Cohen was asked this question in a deposition and said he didn’t know. He also didn’t know Malakhov or anyone else in the case. One interesting lead was an incident involving Malakhov, who was approached in Brighton Beach and shaken down for money by a man who worked for the vor Vyacheslav Ivankov. “Malakhov spent the next months in fear, looking over his shoulder to see if he was being followed, avoiding restaurants and clubs where Russian criminals hang out,” according to testimony an unnamed Russian criminal gave to the U.S. Senate in 1996. The problem went away when Malakhov was traded to Montreal.16 Cohen offered his own theories as to the origin and fate of the check.


Q. You don’t recall why this check was written to you for $350,000 in 1999 and how these funds left your trust account in any way, shape or form?

A: Clearly Vladimir Malakhov had to have known somebody who I was affiliated to and the only person I can—and I mentioned my partner’s name, Simon Garber, who happens also to be Russian.17



Regardless of what he did or didn’t know, Cohen was able to purchase a $1 million condo at Trump World Tower in 2001, persuading his parents, his Ukrainian in-laws, and his partner in the New York City taxi business to do the same in other Trump buildings. Cohen’s in-laws Fima and Ania Shusterman bought three units in Trump World Tower worth a combined $7.66 million (one of which was rented to Jocelyn Wildenstein, the socialite known as “Catwoman” for undergoing extreme facial plastic surgery to please her cat-loving husband).18 Michael Cohen later purchased a nearly $5 million unit in Trump Park Avenue. In a five-year period, Cohen and people connected to him would purchase Trump properties worth $17.3 million.

All the frenzied buying by Cohen and his family caught the attention of the New York Post, often described as Trump’s favorite newspaper. “Michael Cohen has a great insight into the real-estate market,” Trump told the newspaper in 2007. “He has invested in my buildings because he likes to make money—and he does.” Trump added, “In short, he’s a very smart person.”19

During Trump’s presidential run, reporters noticed a curious thing about Michael Cohen. Questions about Trump’s business or his taxes went to his chief legal officer or another staffer, but Cohen handled questions about Russia. Cohen also took care of the many tabloid charges the president faced. That included a $130,000 payment Cohen said came out of his own pocket to silence porn star Stormy Daniels, who was about to go public with a story of her affair with Trump. This was Cohen, doing what he had always done. “I will always protect Mr. Trump,” he said.20



—

A YEAR AFTER TRUMP WORLD Tower opened in 2002, another new development went on sale in Sunny Isles Beach, a seaside Florida town just north of Miami. Trump had agreed to let Miami father-and-son developers Gil and Michael Dezer use his name on what ultimately became six Sunny Isles Beach condominium towers, which drew in new moneyed Russians all too eager to pay millions. “Russians love the Trump brand,” said Gil Dezer, who added that Russians and Russian Americans had bought some 200 of the 2,000 or so units in Trump buildings he built.21 A seventh Trump-branded hotel tower built up Sunny Isles into what ostensibly has become a South Florida Brighton Beach.

With direct flights from Moscow to Miami, Russian soon became the lingua franca of Trump Towers Sunny Isles Beach. “Thanks to its heavy Russian presence, Sunny Isles has acquired the nickname ‘Little Moscow,’” journalist Ken Silverstein wrote. “Shops at a mall across the street from the Trump International Resort include a delicatessen offering blintzes and beef stroganoff, a furniture store with white leather sofas in the display window and restaurants serving an Eastern European clientele.”22 Nearby restaurants offered the same kitschy nightclub acts that I had once experienced myself at the Rasputin in Brighton Beach.

An investigation by Reuters found that at least 63 individuals with Russian passports or addresses have bought at least $98.4 million worth of property in the seven Trump-branded luxury towers. And that was a conservative estimate. At least 703—or about one-third—of the 2044 units were owned by limited-liability companies, or LLCs, which could conceal the property’s true owner.23 Executives from Gazprom and other Russian natural resources giants also owned units in Trump’s Sunny Isles towers.

Numerous criminals were also drawn to Trump’s towers in southern Florida. Residents included people like Vladimir Popovyan, who paid $1.17 million for a three-bedroom condo in 2013. Forbes Russia described Popovyan as a friend and associate of Rafael Samurgashev, a former championship wrestler who ran a criminal group in Rostov-on-Don in southeastern Russia.24 Peter Kiritchenko, a Ukrainian businessman arrested on fraud charges in San Francisco in 1999, and his daughter owned two units at Trump Towers in Sunny Isles Beach worth $2.56 million.25 (Kiritchenko testified against a corrupt former Ukrainian prime minister who was convicted in 2004 of money laundering.) Other owners of Trump condos in Sunny Isles include members of a Russian-American organized-crime group that ran a sports betting ring out of Trump Tower, that catered to wealthy oligarchs from the former Soviet Union. Michael Barukhin, who was convicted in a massive scheme to defraud auto insurers with phony claims, lived out of a Trump condo that was registered to a limited-liability corporation.

In an observation that several people I spoke with echoed, Kenneth McCallion, a former prosecutor who tracked the flows of Russian criminal money into Trump’s properties, told me, “Trump’s genius—or evil genius—was, instead of Russian criminal money being passive, incidental income, it became a central part of his business plan.” McCallion continued, “It’s not called ‘Little Moscow’ for nothing. The street signs are in Russian. But his towers there were built specifically for the Russian middle-class criminal.”

Selling units from the lobby of the Trump International Beach Resort in Sunny Isles was Baronoff Realty. Elena Baronoff, who died of cancer in 2015, was the exclusive sales agent for three Trump-branded towers. Glenn Simpson, who spent a year investigating Trump’s background during the campaign, testified before the House Intelligence Committee that Baronoff was a “suspected organized crime figure.”26

An Uzbek immigrant who arrived in the United States as a cultural attaché in public diplomacy from the Soviet Union, Baronoff became such a well-known figure in Sunny Isles Beach that she was named the international ambassador for the community. Baronoff accompanied Trump’s children on a trip to Russia in the winter of 2007–2008, posing for a photo in Moscow with Ivanka and Eric Trump and developer Michael Dezer. Also in the photo, curiously, was a man named Michael Babel, a former senior executive of a property firm owned by Russian metals tycoon Oleg Deripaska. Babel later fled Russia to evade fraud charges.

Baronoff had interesting connections to Sicily. She reportedly met her friend, the Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov, there. Baronoff was also close with Dino Papale, a local businessman, who described himself to The New York Times as “president of Trump’s Sicilian fan club,” while sporting a red “Make America Great Again” cap. Days after Trump’s election in November, the local newspaper, La Sicilia, quoted Papale at length describing Trump’s secret visit to the island in 2013. Papale hinted that he organized meetings between Trump and Russians.27

Michael Cohen’s in-laws, the Shustermans, also bought real estate in Sunny Isles. In 2003, Cohen traveled down there to invest $1.5 million in a short-lived Miami-based casino-boat venture run by his two Ukrainian business partners, Arkady Vaygensberg and Leonid Tatarchuk. Only three months after its maiden voyage, it would become the subject of a large fraud investigation. But Cohen was saved from his bad investment by none other than Trump himself, who hired Cohen just before his casino ship sank.28

Meanwhile, Trump Towers Sunny Isles Beach was paying off. Trump’s oldest son, Don Jr., would later note, “We see a lot of money pouring in from Russia.” There is no question Trump owed his comeback in large part to wealthy Russian expatriates.

A Russian billionaire bought a mansion Trump was selling in Palm Beach that nobody else seemed to want. Dmitry Rybolovlev, a fertilizer tycoon, paid a record $95 million in 2008 for the sprawling oceanfront mansion called Maison de l’Amitié (“House of Friendship”). Trump had bought the home less than four years earlier for $41.35 million. The home was plagued by mold, and the fertilizer tycoon got permission to demolish Maison de l’Amitié and sell off the land beneath it. Rybolovlev said through a spokesman that he never met Trump, his family, or his advisors and has no connection to them whatsoever.

As was to be expected, given its history, as Trump rebuilt his real estate empire, criminal activity began to roost in the original Trump Tower. One case involved an eccentric U.S. Soccer Administration’s vice president and FIFA executive committee member Chuck Blazer. Along with renting an $18,000-a-month Trump Tower apartment, Blazer reportedly also maintained a $6,000-a-month apartment just for his cats. Blazer would become a pal of Putin and a vocal supporter of Russia’s winning bid to host the 2018 World Cup. He would later be one of the FIFA officials indicted on charges of bribery as part of a widespread corruption case.29 But even Blazer’s infractions cannot compare to the chicanery of two other tenants who would run a money-laundering operation only a few floors below Trump’s penthouse. If Trump was unaware of the clandestine behavior occurring in his tower, it may have been because his attention was increasingly drawn outside of it.





6.

BUILDING TRUMP TOWERS AND HUNTING BIN LADEN

IN SEPTEMBER OF 2007, A LAVISH rooftop party was thrown in Manhattan’s Tribeca neighborhood to celebrate the grand opening of Trump SoHo. It was the first Trump Tower to be built in years. Never mind that the property was only one quarter of the way completed. It already jutted into the New York skyline and bore the real estate tycoon’s name and that was reason enough to celebrate. The inspiration for the party, held a short walk from the construction site, was the excesses of the French monarchy before the revolution. The doormen were liveried as eighteenth-century French footmen and coiffed with powdered wigs. An elevator draped in blood-red velvet curtains with gothic mirrors brought people to the penthouse. Waiters dressed in black tuxedos with black-and-red masks roamed the floor. Red glass candelabras and vases full of red ostrich feathers stood on a 90-foot table adorned with 5,000 red roses. Chefs served 1,000 guests racks of lamb chops, fillets of beef, crab claws, shrimp cocktails, sushi, and oysters, while five open bars poured out a never-ending stream of Grey Goose vodka. Warming up the evening were routines performed by Cirque du Soleil, followed by a two-hour set by Louis Vega’s 14-piece salsa band. The whole affair was rumored to have cost a quarter of a million dollars.

Trump SoHo was the building Donald Trump had unveiled in 2006 on the season finale of The Apprentice, promising that “this brilliant, $370 million work of art” would be “an awe-inspiring masterpiece.” He just needed everyone else to see his new piece of real estate that way. Despite the newfound popularity of his TV show, Trump’s efforts to rebuild his empire had not gone smoothly. His publicly traded company, Trump Hotels & Casino Resorts, was forced into bankruptcy in 2004. Trump had drained the company cash for his own purposes, and investors lost money every single year under his leadership. At a dinner with British billionaire Richard Branson, he brooded over how bankers and people he had thought were his friends had shunned him when he was nearly bankrupt. Trump told Branson that he had drawn up a list of five people who he would devote the rest of his life to destroying.1 With the launch of Trump SoHo, Trump could show everyone that he was back on top.

After Vega’s set wrapped up at the Trump SoHo launch party, the din of conversation quieted down as Trump grabbed a microphone and took the opportunity to thank his partners in Trump SoHo. As the cameras flashed, two men joined Trump in front of the crowd: Tevfik Arif, a native of Kazakhstan who founded the New York–based real estate development company Bayrock Group, and Felix Sater, Bayrock’s managing director. Bayrock had partnered with the Trump Organization in developing Trump SoHo, and on that night, they couldn’t be happier, having helped spearhead Trump’s comeback. The fact that Sater was standing on the stage with Trump was astonishing to anyone who knew his background. But Arif would’ve been completely unknown to most guests. The three of them standing together made for one of the unlikeliest teams in Manhattan real estate history.

Tevfik Arif was a former deputy director of the Soviet Ministry of Trade’s hotel division who turned to the rare-metals sector after the fall of the Soviet Union. With his brother, Refik, Arif acquired a Kazakh-based chromium plant, developing close ties to the infamous “Kazakh Trio,” some of whom had worked for Boris Birshtein.

With his newly acquired wealth, Arif caught the luxury real estate development bug. He worked on several hotels and condominiums before deciding to venture boldly into the American real estate market in 1999, purchasing a condo project and strip mall, both in Brooklyn’s Little Odessa neighborhood. After testing the waters, Arif established what became Bayrock Group LLC, renting spaces on the twenty-fourth floor of Trump Tower, one floor below Trump’s own offices.2 Although Arif had an impressive address, it was the only thing that set him apart from being just another foreign businessman whose English was remedial at best. He needed someone who could navigate the New York real estate market on its own terms and in its native language. He found that person in a former investment banker named Felix Sater.

Of all the characters in this story, Felix Sater is one of the most fascinating and enigmatic, and there is some strong competition for that honor. Sater has managed to live several lives in the space of one. Born in the Soviet Union in 1966 with the word Jew stamped in his passport, he immigrated with his family to Brighton Beach at age seven. As a young stockbroker, he climbed up the Wall Street ladder until a vicious bar fight sent him to prison in 1994. Upon his release, he joined up with a Mafia-linked “pump-and-dump” stock fraud that swindled investors out of $40 million. To avoid prison a second time, he became a government informant, putting himself at tremendous risk by traveling to the Middle East to hunt terrorists. While he was doing that, he started developing Trump SoHo and other projects in Fort Lauderdale, Phoenix, and Moscow for Donald Trump.

Sater’s father, Michael, had brought his family over from Russia during the great Jewish flight in the 1970s. In Brighton Beach, he was known by his Russian patronymic, Sheferofsky, and the inexplicable nickname of “Tile.” Sater’s father ran protection rackets on local Russian businesses with help from a gangster in the Genovese family, the biggest and most powerful of New York’s five Mafia families. Vladimir Kozlovsky, a veteran crime reporter for Novoye Russkoye Slovo, a now-defunct Russian-language newspaper published in New York, got to know Sheferofsky well. He learned the family name was Satarov. He never met Sheferofsky face to face, but they spoke together on the phone on occasion. “He needed to talk to somebody who knows the subject,” Kozlovsky told me. “I was one of the few who knew Russian crime in the United States.” Kozlovsky described Sheferofsky as “one of maybe a dozen main Russian mobsters in America.”

Many have claimed that Sheferofsky was no petty extortionist, but a Russian Mafiya underboss tied to Semion Mogilevich, the Brainy Don. Over the course of reporting this book, I have come to the conclusion that this is probably not true. Experts on the Russian Mafiya and sources in the intelligence community have told me that they doubt the Mogilevich connection to the father or son.

Growing up in Brighton Beach, Sater came to know Michael Cohen, Trump’s personal lawyer. A mutual acquaintance was Laura Shusterman, Cohen’s future wife. Sater briefly attended Pace University before dropping out to pursue a career on Wall Street. He spent his days with a phone glued to his ear, cold calling potential clients while simultaneously working toward obtaining his brokerage license. Sater worked at venerable firms like Lehman Brothers and Ladenburg Thalmann and for some operators from the shadier side of the street like Rooney Pace and Gruntal & Co.

The pressure to get the voice on the other end of the phone to invest was intense, but Sater could be persuasive. One day, he called up a businessman in Scranton, Pennsylvania, and got him to invest $30,000 in a computer reseller. A few days later, Sater got the businessman to invest more than $30,000 in TriStar Pictures. By the end of July, Sater had persuaded him to invest $150,000 with Sater’s firm. In the end, those investments turned out to be worth almost nothing, but that was part of the Wall Street game.3

On the evening of October 1, 1991, Sater’s life took the first of a dramatic series of turns. He had joined some of his buddies at El Rio Grande, a Midtown bar close to Gruntal & Co. that was famous for its margaritas. While the evening began in celebration, by the end of it, another patron, a commodities broker, would be rushed into surgery, his face horribly slashed with the jagged end of a smashed margarita glass. Sater had stabbed the commodities broker over a perceived slight involving a female patron that both men hardly knew. The brutal fight cost Sater his job, his brokerage license, and a year behind bars. He was then newly wed and due to be a father.

Sater emerged from prison in 1995 to find a different opportunity lying in wait for him. Though felons are not allowed to trade stocks, he could legally work at a brokerage firm if his duties were clerical. His old friends Gennady “Gene” Klotsman and Sal Lauria had a job for him at a new brokerage operation called White Rock Partners & Co. Sal Lauria was a native of Sicily who had grown up in New York around his friends in the Mob. Klotsman, like Sater, was a Russian-born Jew from Brighton Beach with a father mixed up in Russian organized crime. A tall, stocky man who always wore a bowtie, his motto was “Dress British, think Yiddish.”4

White Rock rented office space a few blocks from Wall Street with a view of the Statue of Liberty. The regular brokerage operation was on the ninth floor. Since a convicted felon like Sater couldn’t be seen on the brokerage floor, his offices were out of sight, five floors below. White Rock operated brokerage for “microcap” companies that were too small to be listed on the New York Stock Exchange or the NASDAQ markets. This was a world of grifters, scam artists, and mobsters, who relied on the aggressive, high-pressure sales tactics of “boiler rooms” to find easy marks willing to hand over their savings.

In its three years of existence from 1993 to 1996, White Rock ran a classic pump-and-dump stock scheme, buying large blocks of shares to artificially inflate the price of low-value stocks. White Rock made markets for tiny companies with little market value. Working with brokers in notorious boiler rooms like J. W. Barclay & Co., A. R. Baron & Co., and D. H. Blair, White Rock drummed up sales. Then came the “dump.” As the stock price rose, Sater and Klotsman would unload large blocks of shares secretly held by companies they had set up in tax havens outside the country. Sater and his partners cashed out millions of dollars in profits while their investors, many of them Holocaust survivors, were left with nothing. The money was skillfully laundered with help from a jeweler in New York’s Diamond District. Since there was so much money to be made illegally, the Mob got involved and soon came knocking on the door of White Rock demanding a piece of the action. As a result, members of several different New York families became familiar presences in the offices of White Rock.



—

THIS MIGHT HAVE GONE ON indefinitely had the police not received a phone call from the manager of a Manhattan Mini-Storage one night. A “Marina Shap” had failed to pay her storage bill for several months in row. When the manager broke the lock and opened the door, he found a 12-gauge shotgun and two Tec-9 assault pistols, the kind of weapons carried by the bad guys in gangster films. Also in the storage locker was an ordinary looking box and a gym bag both filled with documents that appeared to be bank statements or financial records. Some were written in Russian. The manager called the police.5

Police called up the FBI’s Russian organized-crime squad in New York. Raymond Kerr, the head of the FBI’s organized-crime squad, answered the phone. The NYPD told him they had seized some documents in Russian from the storage locker. Was the FBI interested? “We’ll come out and take a look at it,” Kerr told them. He told one of his agents, Leo Taddeo, to go check it out. A week later, the police called again. “Are you going to come and take a look at this stuff?” This time, Agent Taddeo went to go take a look.

Marina Shap, it would turn out, was really Felix Sater. And the documents he had left behind showed he had set up more than 30 foreign shell companies and corresponding bank accounts in Switzerland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Ireland, the Channel Islands, and the Netherland Antilles, all of which involved White Rock’s $40 million Wall Street scam as well as both the Russian Mafiya and La Cosa Nostra. New York City Police Commissioner Howard Safir described White Rock in Hollywood terms: “It could just have well been called Goodfellas meet the Boiler Room.”6

Within a few weeks of the discovery at Manhattan Mini-Storage, an arrest warrant was out for Sater, and the FBI, concerned about the Mob’s growing influence on Wall Street, came looking for him. The only problem was that by that time Sater and his partners were no longer in the country, but in Russia. They had watched the FBI take down other shady brokerages and realized it was only a matter of time before the FBI came back with handcuffs. So they headed for Russia to run one last Hail Mary play to avoid prison.

One evening in Moscow, Sater’s life took yet another dramatic twist. At a business dinner, he was introduced to an American arms dealer named Milton Blane, who took down Sater’s number. They met the next day at an Irish pub. Sater says Blane told him he worked for the Defense Intelligence Agency and he wanted Sater to work as an asset or informant. U.S. intelligence wanted “a peek” at a high-tech KH anti-radar missile system that could be used to knock out U.S. missile and aircraft defense systems. He told Sater to go get it. “The country needs you,” Blane told Sater. And that marked the beginning of Sater’s lengthy career as an undercover government informant for both the FBI and U.S. intelligence.7

Whatever you might say about him, and plenty of bad things have been said, Felix Sater did try to make amends by putting himself at personal risk to gather critical intelligence for the U.S. government. According to prosecutors, Sater traveled to the Middle East to collect intelligence on Osama bin Laden and other terrorists in the late 1990s. After the September 11 attacks, the FBI sent this Yiddish-speaking Jewish guy from Brighton Beach, Brooklyn back to the Middle East to collect more intelligence on al Qaida and related groups. Sater delivered information on American companies acting as al Qaida fronts, the names and passports of al Qaida operative worldwide, and much more. He also alerted U.S. authorities to potential assassination plots against President George W. Bush and Secretary of State Colin Powell.8

Prosecutors say Sater worked as an informant for over a decade, providing information involving Russian organized crime and information crucial to the conviction of more than 20 people, including financial scam artists, members of La Cosa Nostra, and suspects in a multiyear FBI investigation that resulted in two cybercrime cases brought against predominantly Russian hackers.

In a statement to the House intelligence committee, Sater said he provided the government with information on the location of hidden al Qaida training camps, including information about the location of terrorist leader Osama bin Laden. He also said he organized a team of mercenaries composed of Russian ex–special forces and Afghanistan Northern Alliance fighters in an effort to kill bin Laden.

“Information I provided, including the personal satellite telephone numbers of Osama bin Laden, was relevant to the bombing of al Qaida training camps in 1998 by President Clinton,” Sater told the House intelligence committee.9 Sater had hinted at this in a little-noticed interview with a Russian publication, Snob. (In the same interview, Sater said Trump knew about his intelligence work and was very proud of it.)10

If you wanted to talk to Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan back in the 1990s, you dialed 00-873-682505331.11 That connected you to a satellite phone that had been acquired from a Long Island firm by al Qaida operative. The phone was Osama bin Laden’s sole means of communication with the outside world from late 1996 through the fall of 1998, when a newspaper revealed that U.S. officials were eavesdropping on the calls, according to the September 11 Commission.

This was a critical piece of intelligence that Sater provided, for it allowed U.S. officials to track and monitor calls made to and from the satellite phone and trace more than 1,000 numbers. It provided a virtual road map to al Qaida’s global network, exposing callers in Britain, Yemen, Sudan, Iran and many other countries. (The CIA declined comment.) The satellite phone became a central piece of evidence at the trial in New York of the al Qaida operatives responsible for the 1998 bombings of the U.S. Embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.12

Prosecutors also confirmed a long-rumored story, writing in court documents that Sater “passed on information regarding a willingness by leaders in Afghanistan to sell Stinger missiles.”

Ray Kerr, who headed the FBI’s Russian organized-crime squad in New York at the time, told me he was taken aback when one of his agents, Leo Taddeo, told him in the fall of 1998 that Sater could get access to Stinger missiles.

“Are you kidding me?” Kerr said.

“He’s got connections in that part of the world,” Taddeo told him.

The CIA wanted the Stingers back. Badly. The spy agency had supplied these devastatingly accurate, shoulder-fired weapons to the Afghan rebels, the mujahideen, to destroy hundreds of Soviet aircraft in the 1980s. The missiles were a factor in the Soviet Army’s humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan, but when the war ended, they became a huge liability. Hundreds of unfired Stingers remained behind, and the CIA soon grew very worried that Stingers might fall into the wrong hands. A Stinger that could bring down a Soviet Hind gunship could easily bring down a defenseless civilian airliner. Their removal was a big priority for the Clinton administration.

Kerr could hardly believe that this “wise guy wanna-be,” as he put it, could deliver, so he told his agent, Leo Taddeo, to get corroboration. The FBI instructed Sater to go back and get five serial numbers off the Stingers. Sure enough, that’s what Sater did. The FBI sent the numbers to the Defense Intelligence Agency. Word got back to the FBI that Sater’s information checked out. “What the rest of the story is, I don’t know what the rest of the story is,” Kerr said. That wasn’t unusual in the FBI’s relationship with the CIA.

Unbeknownst to Kerr, Sater’s attorney began lengthy negotiations with the CIA general counsel’s office. (David Kendall, President Clinton’s personal lawyer, made the introduction.) According to The Scorpion and the Frog, a tell-all book about the White Rock fraud by Sal Lauria, Sater’s friend, the CIA agreed to use Sater and his friends to buy the missiles back for $300,000 each. According to Lauria, another Sater codefendant in the Wall Street fraud, Gene Klotsman, got greedy and raised the price to $3 million. The CIA called off the deal.13

The information Sater provided was so valuable that, after years of cooperating, he walked out of court on the day of his sentencing in 2009 without having to serve a day in prison. Although Sater could have been ordered to pay up to $120 million in restitution to the victims of his fraud, the judge imposed a $25,000 fine, which Sater later called “symbolic.” Loretta Lynch, who oversaw Sater’s case as U.S. attorney in Brooklyn, was asked why his sentence was so lenient during her confirmation hearing to become President Obama’s attorney general. Lynch noted his involvement in exposing La Cosa Nostra activity and providing “information crucial to national security.” Sater said he provided the names and photos of North Korean military operatives purchasing equipment worldwide to build the rogue nation’s nuclear weapons program.

Prosecutor Todd Kaminsky said Sater’s cooperation was of a breadth and depth that is seldom seen. “It involves violent organizations such as al Qaida, it involves foreign governments, it involves Russian organized crime,” Kaminsky said in a court hearing. So extraordinary were Sater’s contributions that a special ceremony was held in the federal building in New York City honoring him.



—

BOTH TEVFIK ARIF AND FELIX Sater had houses in the affluent Long Island seaside village of Sands Point, just outside New York City, that was home to many newly wealthy ex-Soviet expats. While it’s not known how the two men met, what is known is that soon after being hired by Bayrock, Sater was already making moves within Trump Tower.

A chance encounter led to a meeting with Nathan Nelson, then the executive vice president of real estate management at the Trump Organization. An impressed Nelson soon introduced Sater to two other executive vice presidents, Russell Flicker and Charley Reese. All three Trump Organization executives agreed that Sater ought to meet their boss, and within a few months of starting with Bayrock, Sater had his first meeting with Donald Trump.

It was the first of many coups for Bayrock Group that were arranged by Sater, who seemed to be the right man at the right place at the right time. In 2002, Trump was still clawing his way back from his bruising casino bankruptcy in the 1990s and was hungry for deals to get him back on top. “It’s not very hard to get connected to Donald if you make it known that you have a lot of money and you want to do deals and you want to put his name on them,” Abe Wallach, who was the future president’s right-hand man at the Trump Organization from 1990 to about 2002, told Bloomberg. “Donald doesn’t do due diligence. He relies on his gut and whether he thinks you have good genes.”14

Trump must have sensed that Sater had good genes. Sater pitched the Trump Organization on deals in Arizona and Florida—sites where Bayrock had acquired an interest and wanted to build luxury hotels and stamp them with the Trump brand name. Trump and his representatives liked what they heard. “I would say we discussed and in principle had an agreement,” Sater later said, “a verbal understanding that they were in.”15

The relationship with Trump gave little-known Bayrock Group a huge leg up in the competitive global real estate market, and their partnership engendered an aggressive pursuit of real estate deals around the globe: from Arizona, Florida, and Colorado in the United States to Turkey, Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, until it culminated in the construction of Trump SoHo.16

For over half a decade, Sater would call his proximity to Donald Trump his “Trump card,” and even had a business card bearing the Trump Organization logo, on which was printed “Felix Sater: Senior Adviser to Donald Trump,” which he used whenever and wherever he could. “My competitive advantage is, anybody can come in and build a tower,” Sater said. “I can build a Trump tower, because of my relationship with Trump.”17

This period also marked a remarkable turnaround for Felix Sater, who just a few years earlier had been facing years if not decades in prison and the end of his business career. By working as an undercover government informant, he had avoided doing time in prison. Now he was a driving force behind a growing firm making some of the biggest deals the Trump Organization had made in years. As a measure of just how important Sater was to Bayrock, Arif soon promoted him to managing director, and rewarded him with nearly half of all of Bayrock Group’s profits beginning in 2003.18 Sater moved his family into a $1.75 million mansion in Port Washington, New York, the following year. In his last year at Bayrock, he bought a $4.8 million condo on exclusive Fisher Island in Miami.

Arif, however, remained in charge of Bayrock. “He was the boss,” Sater said in a deposition. He then continued, using a phrase reserved for Mafia chiefs: “He was the boss of all bosses.” With Sater’s background, it wasn’t the kind of offhand remark one took lightly. There were numerous reports in the Russian press that traced Arif back to the Soviet criminal underworld in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, involving two local hoods who would go on to bigger things, Michael Cherney and Alimzhan Tokhtakhounov. In a memo obtained by the Wall Street Journal, Sater’s attorney warned of a possible lawsuit that would include details of Arif’s wrongdoing in the post-Soviet metals business in Kazakhstan. Sater was blunt. He told his former boss: “The headlines will be, ‘The Kazakh Gangster and President Trump.’”19

Even as his real estate career took off, Sater continued his undercover missions for the federal government, working all the while without compensation. “I was building Trump Towers by day and hunting Bin Laden by night,” he later said.20 Of all the buildings Sater wanted to erect with his new partner, none pulled harder at Sater’s attention than a Trump tower in Moscow.

He got his first chance in 2005, when Donald Trump signed a letter granting Bayrock exclusive rights to negotiate a deal on behalf of the Trump Organization in Russia: “I am delighted at having the opportunity to partner with Bayrock Group LLC on yet another world-class development. Moscow is one of the fastest growing cities in the world and offers the best location for a Signature Donald J. Trump development,” the letter read. Trump had signed off on it after Sater had told him excitedly about a possible deal in Russia. It was a “mega-financial home run,” Sater explained, an excellent site for a Trump tower right in the center of Moscow. “I came to Mr. Trump and said that I have a very good opportunity in Moscow that I’d like to negotiate with the owner of the property there and I think there’s a good opportunity to turn…that into a Trump Tower,” Sater said.21

The site for the Trump Tower Moscow was to be an industrial area located on Kutuzovsky Prospekt, a major Moscow thoroughfare. It was the former location of the Sacco & Vanzetti pencil factory, named in honor of a pair of American anarchists who became socialist martyrs when they were executed—wrongly, many believed—for murder. Sater made several trips to Russia to negotiate with a banker named Ilya Haykin, a representative of the site’s owners. According to later testimony by Sater, the negotiations progressed very far. A $75 million price for the property was agreed upon.22

Back in New York, Sater said he would pop his head into Trump’s office to deliver updates in person.23 Arif also brought two men from Russia who had the rights to the proposed Moscow site up to see Trump. The deal Trump was negotiating called for him to invest nothing and take an ownership stake of around 20 to 25 percent. “Bayrock knew the people, knew the investors, and in some cases I believe they were friends of Mr. Arif,” Trump said.24 Sensing the beginning of an expanding partnership with the Trump Organization, Arif sketched out a grand vision for a series of Trump towers across Eastern Europe, including in Ukraine, Poland, and Turkey.

In the end, not one of those deals got off the ground. Trump blamed the collapse of the deals on author Tim O’Brien, a former business reporter for The New York Times, whose book TrumpNation asserted that Trump was not a billionaire as he repeatedly claimed, but worth a paltry $150 to $250 million.25 After O’Brien’s claims about Trump’s wealth were excerpted in The New York Times, according to Trump, Arif had called him with some bad news: “I think all those deals are dead.”26 Arif declined to testify in the O’Brien lawsuit and sent Sater on his behalf, who showed the flag for Trump. “After the publication of the book, the developers mysteriously went radio silent,” Sater said. “Me personally, I just don’t believe in coincidences.”27 Trump filed a $5 billion defamation lawsuit, claiming that the book had cost him several deals, including Sater’s tower in Moscow and Arif’s Eastern European proposal. The lawsuit was ultimately dismissed.

An article in the Russian edition of Forbes posits other reasons for the deal’s failure. The site’s owners blamed the notoriously corrupt Moscow city bureaucracy for dragging its heels. Another problem: Ilya Haykin, a friend of Arif’s and the man with whom Sater was negotiating, fled Moscow for London after his name surfaced in connection with a series of land scams.28

During his time at Bayrock, Sater earned Trump’s trust. Trump even asked him to look after his children, Ivanka and Don Jr., on a visit to Moscow. “Donald asked me if I wouldn’t mind joining them there,” Sater said. “They were on their way there, and he was all concerned. They were there by themselves, and he knew I traveled there and knew my way around. He asked me if I wouldn’t mind joining them and looking after them while they were in Moscow.”29 Sater, already in Europe, agreed and joined the Trump children in February 2006.30 It was during the Moscow trip that Sater used his Kremlin connections to impress Trump’s daughter, Ivanka. Sater would later boast: “I arranged for Ivanka to sit in Putin’s private chair at his desk and office in the Kremlin.”31



—

IN MANHATTAN, TRUMP ASSEMBLED A sales force in Russia to push Trump SoHo and his other properties. One was a Belarusian-American businessman named Sergei Millian. “You could say I was their exclusive broker,” Millian said. “Then, in 2007–2008, Russians bought dozens of apartments in Trump houses in the United States. But I would not want to disclose specific amounts and names.”32 (Interestingly, Millian was also a source, apparently unwittingly, for the salacious material in former MI6 officer Christopher Steele’s Trump Dossier.)33

Roger Khafif, a Miami developer, also hosted sales meetings in Russia for Trump. “Russians like brands,” he said, “and Trump was famous in Russia” during the 2000s real estate boom. “These were good days for Trump. He was the only man in town for real estate.”34 Khafif would go on to develop Trump Ocean Club in Panama, another project that attracted Russian money. Alexandre Ventura Nogueira, who handled advance sales for the Trump project in Panama, told Reuters that he learned some of his partners and investors in the Trump project were criminals, including some with what he described as connections to the Russian Mafiya.35 (One Manhattan attorney told me, “Look, I’m a drug lawyer. I stayed on four occasions at the Trump hotel in Panama to meet clients. The only customers seem to be criminals.”)

Trump even peddled sales of Trump SoHo to Russian buyers himself, inviting Russian journalists to breakfast at Trump Tower. “Donald Trump invited us to report on a new project, which is largely designed for Russians,” reported Seagull magazine.36 Bayrock helped bring in investors as well, including the Icelandic holdings firm FL Group, which invested $50 million in Trump SoHo and other Trump projects. Jody Kriss, a former Bayrock employee who later sued Sater and Arif, claims that Arif’s backing included “hidden interests in Russia and Kazakhstan.” Kriss says Sater and Arif told him the money in FL Group was from Russians “in favor with Putin.”37

Trump SoHo gave Trump a taste of what Russian money could do for him and his status, and he found that he liked it. He broke ground in October 2007 on a new 65-story hotel and condominium with his name on it in downtown Toronto. The Trump International Hotel and Tower in Toronto was built by Canadian investor Alexander Shnaider, the son-in-law of none other than Boris Birshtein, who had coordinated the Russian’s Mafiya’s Tel Aviv meeting nearly 20 years earlier.

Up to $310 million in construction finance credit for Trump’s Toronto tower was provided by an Austrian bank, Raiffeisen Zentralbank Österreich. Raiffeisen was a newcomer to the North American market but had financed several of Shnaider’s previous projects. A secret 2006 State Department cable released by WikiLeaks stated that U.S. officials believed that Raiffeisen served as a front for Semion Mogilevich. To maintain that facade, Mogilevich’s front company paid two Raiffeisen executives $360,000 a year each, which the State Department cable described as “bribes.”38 Andrey Kozlov, a deputy chairman of the Russian central bank, was gunned down in 2006 after he blew the whistle on large amounts of rubles that were being laundered through Raiffeisen.

In addition, Shnaider put his own money into the Trump Toronto project after receiving hundreds of millions of dollars from a separate asset sale that involved VEB, a Russian state-run bank. Shnaider sold his stake in a Ukrainian steel mill, Zaporizhstal, for about $850 million. His lawyer told the Wall Street Journal that about $15 million from the asset sale went into the Trump Toronto project, before changing his statement a day later.39 Vladimir Putin was then chairman of VEB’s supervisory board and the deal would likely have required his approval. VEB, whose full name is Vnesheconombank, was placed on the U.S. sanctions list in 2014, along with other businesses and individuals close to Putin. The truth about Trump’s real estate comeback was that the money used to finance many of his projects appeared increasingly dirty.



—

THE LAUNCH OF TRUMP SOHO in September of 2007 proved to be the high point for Bayrock. A few months later in December, the firm started its downward slide that began when Sater’s criminal past—the secret the government had been so carefully guarding for him—spilled out into public view. Someone had tipped off The New York Times, which managed to confirm details of Sater’s sealed indictment in the White Rock fraud, his pump-and-dump scheme, and his subsequent secret guilty plea. “I’m not proud of some of the things that happened in my 20s,” Sater said. “I am proud of the things I’m doing now.”40

A month after the Times article came out, Sater was forced to leave Bayrock. “The company that I had built with my own two hands,” as he described it, was taken away from him. “Otherwise the banks would say there’s a criminal involved,” Sater said during his sentencing. “I had to get out. At that moment I thought my life was over. Here I am trying to rehabilitate myself and keep getting the rug pulled out from under me. I thought that was the case until a week later my daughter came home and said, ‘The kids at school say my dad is a terrorist.’”41

Trump, probably realizing that he could face lawsuits from angry lenders and business partners, claimed to be surprised to learn of Sater’s past. “We never knew that,” Trump told The New York Times. “We do as much of a background check as we can on the principals. I didn’t really know him very well.” Most of his dealings with Bayrock were with Arif, Trump said.42 This was the first of what would be years of denials and evasions by Trump about his relationship with Felix Sater.

In a deposition a week after the Times article came out, Trump distanced himself even further. “I would say that my interaction with Felix Sater was, you know, not—very little.” Hoping to head off litigation for his business dealings with a convicted felon, Trump insisted that Sater was an employee, not a principal, at Bayrock.43

Far from laying the matter to rest, however, Trump’s relationship with Felix Sater periodically bubbled up over the years, to Trump’s obvious annoyance. If Mr. Sater “were sitting in the room right now,” Mr. Trump said in a 2013 deposition, “I really wouldn’t know what he looked like.”44 He ended an interview that same year with John Sweeney of the BBC when the British journalist continued to press the real estate developer with questions about Felix Sater. In a 2015 interview with the Associated Press, Trump, despite laying claim to “one of the great memories of all time,” seemed to be having trouble recollecting who Sater was. “Felix Sater, boy, I have to even think about it,” Trump said, referring questions about Sater to his staff. “I’m not that familiar with him.”45

Trump’s attempts to downplay his relationship with Sater strained credulity, and worse, raised suspicion. He appeared in photos with Felix Sater, who was a frequent visitor to his office. They traveled on business together. And most significantly, he asked Sater to chaperone his children in Moscow. Looking at the totality of his evasions and denials about his relationship with Felix Sater, Trump definitely appeared like a man with something to hide.

Sater flatly contradicted Trump’s version of their relationship. In a little-noticed interview with the Russian publication Snob, Sater was asked if his criminal past was a problem for Trump. “No, it was not,” he said. “He makes his own decision regarding each and every individual.”46 Sater was shopping a deal to build a Trump World Tower Moscow in the midst of Trump’s presidential run. Between September 2015 and January 2016, Sater tried to broker a deal for a Moscow company called IC Expert Investment Company. (Sater worked for IC Expert’s owner, Andrei Rozov, after he left Bayrock.)

Trump signed a letter of intent in October with IC Expert Investment for a Moscow hotel-condo with the option for a “Spa by Ivanka Trump.” Providing financing was VTB, a Russian bank subject to U.S. sanctions. Sater’s contact at the Trump Organization was his old friend, Trump’s lawyer Michael Cohen. In mid-January, Sater urged Cohen to send an email to Dmitry Peskov, Vladimir Putin’s press secretary, “since the proposal would require approvals within the Russian government that had not been issued.” Cohen sent the email, got no reply, and said he abandoned the proposal two weeks later.47

What Cohen called his old friend’s “colorful language” attracted attention from congressional investigators and Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s office:


Michael I arranged for Ivanka to sit in Putins private chair at his desk and office in the Kremlin. I will get Putin on this program and we will get Donald elected. We both know no one else knows how to pull this off without stupidity or greed getting in the way. I know how to play it and we will get this done. Buddy our boy can become President of the USA and we can engineer. I will get all of Putins team to buy in on this.48



Sater gave an unsatisfactory answer to BuzzFeed about why he wrote this email. “If a deal can get done and I could make money and he could look like a statesman, what the fuck is the downside, right?”49

Shortly after Trump took office, Sater teamed up with Cohen to submit a Ukrainian peace plan to then national security advisor Michael Flynn that would have opened the door to lifting sanctions on Russia.50 In the end, it wouldn’t be Sater, but his former Bayrock boss, Tevfik Arif, whom Trump wanted to get as far away from as possible.



—

ON THE NIGHT OF SEPTEMBER 28, 2010, a large yacht bobbed in the waters off of Bodrum, Turkey. Suddenly, a police helicopter swooped in and hovered over the yacht. Ropes were thrown down and Turkish police officers descended onto the deck. On board the yacht, police detained nine young women, including three teens, and found numerous contraceptives in the cabins. According to a charging document filed by prosecutors, all three members of the “Kazakh Trio” were found on board: Alexander Mashkevitch, the Kazakh-Israeli billionaire whose name appeared in a list of strategic partners for Bayrock Group, and his partners Patokh Chodiev and Alijan Ibragimov.51 The raid was the culmination of a months-long investigation by Turkish authorities into a prostitution ring. According to a prosecution document, the ring trafficked in underage girls brought in to pleasure wealthy businessmen at luxury hotels in Turkey. It was financed and run by Tevfik Arif, who would be charged with trade in human beings, prostitution, traffic in juveniles under 18, and the creation of criminal organizations with the purpose of the commission of crime.

Questioned by police, Arif told them: “I spend my spare time with other businessmen…The rule is that businessmen take their beloved to such meetings. And I ensure transfer for them. And that is all. Two or three months ago I rented that yacht. Together with other businessmen from Russia and other countries we negotiated about investments. We were having rest,” he said.52

The raid created a media firestorm in Turkey that reached back to Trump Tower. The yacht raided by police was the Savarona, one of the largest in the world, which had a special place in Turkish history. Built in 1931, the yacht had been purchased by the Turkish government a few years later from its original owner, Emily Roebling Cadwallader, the granddaughter of engineer John Roebling, who designed the Brooklyn Bridge. The yacht came to Istanbul in the final days of the life of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the revered founder of modern Turkey. Shortly before his death in 1938, Atatürk spent six weeks on the Savarona, where he welcomed foreign heads of state and held cabinet meetings. His stateroom on the yacht is preserved as a historical monument.

The Savarona had been rented for a week at Arif’s request. The $300,000 fee was paid by his friend, Alexander Mashkevitch. Through a spokesman, Mashkevitch denied his involvement in the event. “He was on board,” said the spokesman, Roman Spektor. “From our perspective, he wasn’t involved in any immoral or criminal actions. It’s a real provocation. It’s a real dirty lie in order to discredit him, because he’s a well-known member of the worldwide Jewish community.”53 Mashkevitch resigned as president of the Euro-Asian Jewish Congress the following year; his spokesman said it was not connected to the raid on the yacht.

Police had been eavesdropping on Arif’s phone calls for several months, listening in on conversations that described the trafficking of young women and children as young as 13 for prostitution. The girls were brought in from Russia and Ukraine, and were hired from modeling agencies. One member of the ring corresponded with a woman in Russia who procured girls from a modeling agency.

“Do you want all models for sex? I should know it because many don’t agree for sex,” the woman asked in one message intercepted by the police.

“Client wants sex,” replied one of the alleged members of the ring.

Other conversations, including those involving Arif, were more discreet. Arif is referred to as the “boss,” the girls or young women are “models,” and clients are “guests.” The age of minor girls was described by days of the month, as in this conversation between Arif and his majordomo, Gunduz Akdeniz, about a procurer of women named Igor:


AKDENIZ: All guests will also go there.

ARIF: Where from?

AKDENIZ: Those who are from Igor.

ARIF: There was only the 16th.

AKDENIZ:…There is the 16th but she said she can’t go alone, she will go together with the 19th contract.

ARIF: Ok, let her go.



In a conversation from March 2010, Arif and Akdeniz discussed the arrival of five girls—including two 16-year-olds—to meet “guests” such as billionaire Alexander Mashkevitch at a luxury hotel owned by a friend of Arif’s. Police surveillance confirmed that the women were indeed delivered to the hotel.

Arif was acquitted of all charges in 2011. The prosecution’s case was hurt when the ring instructed the girls not to testify. “Keep the girls as silent as the grave,” read one text. The damage to his reputation, however, was severe. When news of the Savarona bust spilled out, Arif’s friends couldn’t get away from him fast enough. Donald Trump had toasted Arif in Turkey and at the opening of Trump SoHo. Now, he turned his back on him. “I really don’t know him very well, Mr. Arif,” Trump said, adding that he had only met him “a couple of times.”54

Bayrock was soon forced to vacate their Trump Tower offices, around the same time that a private buyer was purchasing a condo just below Trump’s own penthouse.





7.

THE CONDO CASINO

ONE FEBRUARY EVENING IN 2002, SPECIAL agent Ray Kerr was sitting at home with his wife watching the pairs figure skating competition taking place at the Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City. Kerr had headed the FBI’s special squad for Russian organized crime since its inception in 1994, having tackled dozens, if not hundreds, of cases concerning illicit Russian activity in the United States. As he watched the Russian duo Elena Berezhnaya and Anton Sikharulidze skate onto the ice, however, he settled in to enjoy an intense competition. While figure skating was a competitive sport that Russia had long dominated with breathtaking flair, the Canadian team, Jamie Salé and David Pelletier, had made a spectacular challenge for the gold during the first of two routines. During the closing round, the Russian team went first, but it seemed like this would not be their night. During a key side-by-side jump, Sikharulidze stumbled while attempting to land a double axel and spun out of control for a moment. Off the ice, as he watched the replay, Sikharulidze seemed to realize that his mistake had cost him a gold medal. He hung his head and banged his fist on his leg.

The Canadian pair took the ice. Scott Hamilton, an NBC announcer and former Olympic ice-skating champion, announced that all the Canadians had do was “skate clean”—avoid falls or touching the ground—and the gold medal was theirs. Their performance was unmistakably flawless, and they knew it. They cheered on the ice, while several commentators declared the execution of their routine to be “perfect.” However, when the final scores flashed up on the screens, the crowd in Salt Lake made an audible gasp and began to boo. One person can clearly be heard screaming “No!” at the top of their lungs while Hamilton commented on the ignominy of what was transpiring before him. “They won that program,” he declared. “There’s not a doubt of anyone in the place, except maybe a few judges. That will be debated forever.”1

On his couch at home, Kerr also felt puzzled. “I know nothing about ice dancing,” he said. “But I think if you almost fall down, you’re probably not going to [t]ake the gold medal.” His sentiment was felt by millions of people the world over, resulting in a firestorm that within hours had found a prime suspect. While judges from the United States, Canada, Germany, and Japan gave higher scores to the Canadian team, judges from Russia, the People’s Republic of China, Poland, and Ukraine voted for the Russian duo. The tie-breaking judge was France’s Marie-Reine Le Gougne. At the hotel lobby that night, Le Gougne was approached by an official with the international skating union, and evidently collapsed into tears after being asked a few questions, creating a scene witnessed by many other officials. She then admitted to being pressured by the president of the French Ice Sports Federation, Didier Gailhaguet, to make the Russian pair the winners. Securing her vote was part of a wider plot that involved an equal gesture from a Russian judge to vote for a French duo set to compete for the ice dance medal a few days later. The Canadian team were later awarded the gold, but surprisingly, the Russian pair were allowed to keep their gold medals, as there had been no evidence of the pair, or the Russian team, being in on the cheat. So who had paid off Gailhaguet?

A few days later, Kerr learned of an interesting message from the bureau’s legal attaché in Rome: investigators from the Venice bureau of the Guardia di Finanza (GF), Italy’s treasury police force responsible for investigating financial crime and smuggling, had wiretapped an incredible conversation concerning the figure skating controversy. For two years, the GF had been investigating Alimzhan Tursunovich Tokhtakhounov—known as “Taiwanchik” (Little Taiwanese) due to the Asian features of his Uzbek heritage—an Uzbek-Russian gangster living in northern Italy, who was the ringleader of the “Sun Brigade,” a Russian organized-crime group operating in Italy connected to the powerful Izmailovskaya Bratva. While listening in on Tokhtakhounov’s calls for evidence of money laundering, they overheard what sounded like damning evidence that he had been responsible for coordinating the bribe. A member of Russia’s Olympic delegation in Salt Lake City can be heard saying, “Our Sikharulidze fell, the Canadians were ten times better, and in spite of that, the French with their vote gave us first place.” And in another, Tokhtakhounov could be heard speaking to the mother of Russian-born Marina Anissina, who was skating for France in the ice dance competition, promising that her daughter would win gold no matter what. “Even if she falls,” Tokhtakhounov said, “we will make sure she is number one.”2



—

TOKHTAKHOUNOV WAS A ZELIG-LIKE FIGURE in the post-Soviet crime world, seemingly able to become simpatico with a wide array of people, including many Russian and Uzbek entertainers, politicians, businessmen, gangsters, and athletes (he once played for an Uzbek soccer club). His mafia connections extended to Russian Bratvas, the Uzbek Mafia, and even the vor Vyacheslav Ivankov’s American affairs. “He is a key facilitator for everyone,” Louise Shelley, a professor at George Mason University and an expert on the Russian Mafiya told me. “People parked their money with him.” Like his friend Ivankov, Tokhtakhounov, too, was a vor, a title he’d earned after being sentenced to prison twice—first for passport violations and again for “parasitism,” the uniquely Soviet crime of not working.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, Tokhtakhounov moved to Germany, where he played a role in trading military hardware. In one case mentioned in FBI documents, he helped move a shipment of machine guns and anti-aircraft defense systems worth around $20 million from Germany to an “Arab entity” via Africa. One of Tokhtakhounov’s contacts notified him that this operation had caught the attention of the German authorities, forcing the Uzbek gangster to flee. Incredibly, he had made it only as far as Paris when he decided to take up a different kind of career: overseeing the Paris offices of a Russian modeling agency. His fashion world career was apparently successful enough that he later wrote a novel loosely based on his experience called Angel from Couture: A Novel from High Fashion. Writing of Tokhtakhounov’s criminal past, The New York Times described the work as “a semi-autobiographical story that focuses on the love affair of a young model and an older man.”3

Tokhtakhounov’s esteem in the French city reached a high point when, at a lavish ceremony in 1999 at the Prince de Galles Hotel in Paris, he was knighted by the Order of Constantine the Great and St. Helen for “selfless, chivalrous spirit and philanthropy.”4 A crystal goose filled with black caviar beckoned the guests mostly from the former Soviet Union, including fellow Uzbek Michael Cherney, Tokhtakhounov’s childhood friend, who after his partnership with Sam Kislin joined the aluminum and metals corporation Trans-World Group. Also in attendance were the singer Joseph Kobzon; NHL star Pavel Bure; and the French-Russian ice dancer Marina Anissina, who, with Tokhtakhounov’s help, would win gold at the 2002 Winter Olympics. Not long after the ceremony, Tokhtakhounov’s Mafia ties were discovered. He was stripped of his rank and forced to leave France. This was how he ended up in Italy, and it wouldn’t be long before he would be forced out of that country as well.

The discovery of Tokhtakhounov’s involvement in the skating scandal had as much to do with the work of the Guardia as it did with Tokhtakhounov himself. By his own admission, Tokhtakhounov had a habit of being loose-lipped during phone calls. In a later interview, he said his unvarnished manner of speaking was inspired by advice he’d been given early on by a friend: “Alik, if you are an honest man, the more openly you speak over the phone then the better those who are listening will understand that you are honest,” Tokhtakhounov recalled. “When I lived abroad I always spoke openly over the phone, and people on the other line would say to me, ‘Why are you talking so much?’ and I would [think], ‘Since I’m honest, they are going to understand that I’m honest.’ But it turns out that things aren’t like that abroad.” Tokhtakhounov cited his honesty as being at the root of the accusations that he moonlighted as a drug and weapons dealer. To thrust this point home, he gave an example of a call he’d once had with a friend who lived in Tashkent, who wanted to send him some “pomegranates.” According to Tokhtakhounov, the Italians translated pomegranates as bombs. Kishmish (“raisins”) was translated as hashish. “And so they tell me I’m trading in weapons and drugs,” he said.5

A federal grand jury in Manhattan found Tokhtakhounov utterly devoid of honesty and voted to indict him on charges of conspiracy to commit wire fraud, sports bribery, and a violation of the Travel Act. Speaking to reporters, the U.S. attorney in Manhattan, James Comey, described the scheme as a “classic quid pro quo: ‘You’ll line up support for the Russian pair; we’ll line up support for the French pair and everybody will go away with the gold, and perhaps there’ll be a little gold for me.’”6

An international warrant was issued for Tokhtakhounov’s arrest, and on a summer day in 2002, officers with the Italian Guardia arrived at Tokhtakhounov’s home and took him into custody. Home for the Russian vor was a two-story villa in the Tuscan seaside village of Forte dei Marmi in northern Italy, where he was known as a somewhat reserved but extremely polite man. Neighbors could not help but notice the chains of limousines that regularly arrived at his villa bearing Russian visitors accompanied by attractive young women. Italian authorities asked Tokhtakhounov what he did for a living. “Bees-ness,” he replied. What kind of business? “Bees-ness.”

An Italian court granted Comey’s extradition request, and Tokhtakhounov seemed destined to live out the rest of his days in an American prison. But his extradition never happened. Tokhtakhounov sat in the Santa Maria Maggiore prison in Venice for only a year, after which his ruling was overturned in July 2003 by Italy’s highest court, and he was released from prison and returned to Russia, where he has remained ever since, outside the long reach of U.S. law enforcement. Kerr learned that the Russian Mafiya had worked behind the scenes to free Tokhtakhounov. “Later on, we got some information that the wiseguys over there put a lot of money on the streets,” Kerr said. “They were trying to get this guy out of Italy and back in Russia.” Tokhtakhounov would not be heard from again until many years later, not until he became affiliated with one of the most significant criminal activities to occur at Trump Tower.



—

IN 2009, VADIM TRINCHER, A professional gambler, won the Foxwoods Poker Classic, one of the world’s biggest poker tournaments. With his prize money, Trincher purchased an apartment in Trump Tower just a few floors below Trump’s gilded penthouse. The seller was Oleg Boyko, a Russian tycoon who was close to President Boris Yeltsin and became one of the first oligarchs. (Boyko had bought the apartment in 1994 from Donald Trump himself.) Trincher’s new pad was a lavish $5 million condo and the capstone to his unexpected career as a professional poker player.

Trincher gambled out of necessity. Born in Kiev, he was a math prodigy who could beat adult chess players by age eight. Because he was Jewish, however, he was sent to a university in a regional backwater and was expelled when his parents expressed a desire to emigrate to Israel. He played chess and backgammon for money to support his family. In 1989, at the age of 28, Trincher arrived in the United States seeking political asylum from the Soviet Union, with $350 in his pocket, the maximum he was allowed to take out of the country. As he had in Ukraine, Trincher made a living in America by playing backgammon before deciding, at the age of 45, to make a career change from board games to card games. He taught himself competitive poker, which was more popular in America, and more lucrative. He won Foxwoods in a mere four years.

Trincher’s win at Foxwoods brought him a level of international fame, and many people in the poker world expected him to continue competing. Instead, just as he had given up backgammon for poker, Trincher retreated from the competitive poker circuit to partner up with Taiwanchik, now living in Russia, for even higher-stakes gambling—international racketeering. The “Taiwanchik-Trincher Organization,” as the Feds later referred to it, conducted both online and telephonic sports betting with several (and often shadowy) international figures, many of them Russian and Ukrainian oligarchs who could afford to bet nearly $2 million on a soccer match and not flinch if they lost it all. Salim Abduvaliyev, described in a State Department cable as an Uzbek “Mafia chieftain” who facilitates bribery at the highest levels, was a frequent caller. Another regular, Gennady “Roman” Manashirov, a native of Azerbaijan, had once boasted of buying a $720,000 Mercedes-Maybach sedan just to ferry his eight-year-old son to school. (He was later charged with bribing officials in Russia’s Interior Ministry.)7

Though his son Illya Trincher briefly took over his father’s cards, even appearing on Season 3 of High Stakes Poker, Illya eventually branched out like his father, partnering with Helly Nahmad, the young scion of one of the world’s largest art-dealing empires, and owner of the entire fifty-first floor of Trump Tower, to form a high-stakes gambling club of their own. Seven-figure card games attracted several notable professional players and a well-heeled clientele of businessmen, celebrities, and athletes such as Alex Rodriguez, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Tobey Maguire.8 Over the course of the club’s six-year existence, these gambling dens brought in roughly $100 million in proceeds that were later laundered through shell accounts in Cyprus, before heading back to the United States, where it was invested in real estate or hedge funds. Not one cent was legitimately acquired.

Eventually the FBI became privy to the Trump Tower gambling operations. For two years, they listened in on Vadim Trincher’s phone conversations in his apartment below Trump’s residence. What they learned was that although Trincher ran the operation out of a Trump Tower apartment, it was really Tokhtakhounov who was behind the scenes. In one phone conversation in 2012, Tokhtakhounov explained that a client grumbling over his debts would pay up because Tokhtakhounov, a vor, was standing behind the organization. “Why would he be complaining?” he could be heard saying. “He knows that I’m there. I’m not nobody to fuck me up.” The FBI also discovered just how much money was being pooled in, with Tokhtakhounov collecting $12 million from the ring’s gambling proceeds in little more than a year. When Trump accused Obama of wiretapping him at Trump Tower, he was half-right. Trump Tower had been wiretapped, not to eavesdrop on his dealings, but to investigate one of the world’s biggest illegal high-stakes gambling rings, operating just below his own penthouse.

Tokhtakhounov’s mobster status was the key to the whole gambling operation. He knew the kings of the underworld, but he also had contacts in the highest levels of Russian political and business circles. According to prosecutors, Tokhtakhounov used those connections to recruit millionaires and billionaires to place their bets with his friend Vadim Trincher in Trump Tower. His stature as a vor also allowed him to resolve disputes with gambling clients and ensured they paid their debts, sometimes with threats of violence and economic ruin.



—

WITH THE MONEY HE WAS earning from running his gambling den, Trincher and his wife, Elena, sought to make powerful friends outside of it. The Trinchers became enthusiastic supporters of Republican candidates, including Donald Trump during his extremely brief appearance in the 2012 presidential campaign. The effort consisted largely of a website called ShouldTrumpRun.com, formed by Trump’s attorney, Michael Cohen, to gauge interest. The Trinchers donated thousands of dollars to GOP institutions and presidential hopefuls, including the Republican National Committee, the National Republican Senatorial Committee, George W. Bush, John McCain, and Lindsey Graham. A 2011 lawsuit filed by the couple revealed that a fundraiser they had planned to host for Newt Gingrich was canceled due to a leak from an upstairs apartment.9

But there were clear signs that Trincher didn’t care about party affiliation as much as he wanted to be a political insider. In one wiretapped conversation, Trincher told a friend in Kiev that he had attended a charity poker tournament along with former president Bill Clinton. The tournament’s entrance fee was $10,000 per person, which benefitted the William J. Clinton Foundation, and about 100 people attended. Among the guests were Chelsea Clinton and her friend Ivanka Trump. Records show that Trincher gave between $5,000 and $10,000 to the Clinton Foundation in 2012, as did Ivanka.

Unlike the other political friends Trincher was hoping to make, his connection to the Clintons was through Illya, who mingled with politically connected figures in the world of poker. Illya had made friends with Marc Lasry, a poker fanatic who ran a $12 billion New York investment fund. Lasry was close to the Clintons, and he had employed Chelsea Clinton and Clinton confidant Doug Band at his fund, Avenue Capital Group. Illya had made Lasry’s acquaintance after attending a Clinton Foundation fundraiser held at Lasry’s home. Hedging his bets with politicians seemed to be Trincher’s next gambling game, but just as influence seemed to be cashing in, Trincher’s luck abruptly folded.10

One predawn morning in April 2013, the FBI arrived at Trump Tower. Agents knocked on Trincher’s door and showed the apartment’s beleaguered owner a warrant to search his home. In the four years since he had taken ownership of the luxurious 3,000-square-foot apartment, Trincher had spared no expense in decorating it. So lavish was one of the lavatories—with walls lined with handcrafted alabaster, a faucet with 24-karat gold overlay, and a $350,000 floor made of amethyst imported from Tanzania—that it earned a spot on a TV show called Extreme Bathrooms.

Inside the apartment, agents found millions of dollars in jewelry and gold and more than $2 million in casino chips, which a prosecutor described as an underground form of currency, far easier to move around than bundles of cash. Agents also found eight phones, four of which were “burner phones” that the FBI often saw in drug cases. Trincher was led away in handcuffs as SWAT members stood sentinel at the entrance to Trump Tower.11 A total of 34 people would eventually be indicted as part of the ring, and many more would feel its impact. When then ambassador to France Charles Rivkin departed the position to become assistant secretary of state, the Obama administration considered Illya Trincher’s friend Marc Lasry as Rivkin’s replacement. A week after Illya Trincher was indicted, Lasry pulled his name from consideration, reportedly over his ties to the Trincher poker ring.12

As part of a plea deal that resulted in a five-year prison sentence, Vadim Trincher agreed to forfeit cash and property worth more than $20 million. He gave up a Patek Philippe watch, poker chips, cash, gold, and two companies he had acquired as payment from clients, but in the end, for reasons that remain unclear, he was allowed to keep his Trump Tower apartment. (The prosecutor, Harris Fischman, declined comment.)

The person the FBI wanted most, however, was Tokhtakhounov, who emerged as the power behind the entire operation. And it was Tokhtakhounov who would continue to elude the FBI by remaining in Russia, although prosecutors said there were signs that he had traveled outside the country under an assumed name. The luxurious life Tokhtakhounov once led in Europe continued to tempt him out of Russia. But when he was spotted again, it was back in Moscow, on the red carpet of the 2013 Miss Universe contest hosted by Donald Trump himself.





8.

MISTER UNIVERSE

LATE IN THE EVENING OF NOVEMBER 9, 2013, a cadre of Moscovian elites poured into Crocus City Hall, a concert hall near one of Moscow’s biggest shopping malls, to attend the sixty-second Miss Universe pageant. The night was abuzz with celebrities—among them Aerosmith’s Steven Tyler, who was to be one of the pageant’s judges, and Mel B, the Spice Girl known as Scary Spice, who would co-present—along with some interesting characters nonchalantly joining in. One such attendee caught the attention of photographers. He looked like he had stepped out of a music video, clad in a black jacket with a chain-link fence design over a garish blue suit. It was none other than Alimzhan Tokhtakhounov, the gambling-ring leader and gold-medal fixer who was still wanted by the FBI, flashing a big grin as he strolled carefree into the pageant.

To any enthusiast of the Miss Universe pageant, the fact that this would be the first time the bathing suit competition was held in a city with a climate ill-suited for such apparel may have seemed strange. But while warm weather and beaches may have been alien to Moscow, money was not, and it was money that had lured its co-owner Donald Trump back to his mistress city. In June 2013, when Moscow had been announced as that year’s host locale, Trump, by then an active Twitter user (he had been on the platform since 2011), tweeted up a publicity storm on its behalf. “The Miss Universe Pageant will be broadcast live from MOSCOW, RUSSIA on November 9th. A big deal that will bring our countries together!” he wrote in one tweet.1 “Do you think Putin will be going to The Miss Universe Pageant in November in Moscow—if so, will he become my new best friend?” he pondered in another tweet in June. 2 That same month, Trump sent a personal letter to Putin inviting him to the pageant. At the bottom of the typed letter, he handwrote a postscript, noting that he looked forward to seeing “beautiful” women during his trip.3 While the Russian president never confirmed his attendance, Trump may have been intrigued by the fact that Putin hadn’t confirmed his absence, either.

While in Moscow, Trump was asked by Thomas Roberts, the MSNBC reporter hosting the pageant, whether he had a relationship with Putin. Trump confirmed it and expressed his admiration for the Russian president: “I do have a relationship with him,” he replied, and noted that as president, Putin “had done an amazing job. A lot of people would say he’s put himself at the forefront of the world as a leader.” It was as if he were speaking directly to Putin himself, for Trump added that the Russian president was “probably very interested” in both the pageant and what he was saying at that very moment. Trump was reportedly in great spirits as he sat in the front row right next to the man who had paid $20 million to bring this extravagance to Russian soil, the Azerbaijani real estate mogul Aras Agalarov.

The two tycoons chuckled over jokes while they ogled the 86 women who waltzed by in swimsuits and cocktail dresses. But that wasn’t to be the evening’s only entertainment. Midway through the show, pop singer Emin took to the stage. Flanked by the Miss Universe contestants, Emin belted out a 10-minute repertoire of clubby pop songs while a team of dancers performed a rather jejune choreography of twirls and kicks. When it was over, the audience cheered its appreciation, especially Emin’s father, Aras Agalarov. In fact, not only was the handsome and charismatic Emin Agalarov one of Russia’s most popular pop singers, but it was he who had brokered the introduction between the elder Agalarov and Donald Trump.

Emin and Trump’s relationship owed itself to the music video for his song “Amor.” The singer had attended high school and college in America, and the influence of Western culture was apparent in his music. Emin sang many songs in a crooning, perfect English. It didn’t hurt his massive popularity in Russia, but it failed to attract Western fans. With “Amor,” the title song on his forthcoming album, Emin sought to change that. He hired a British publicist named Rob Goldstone, and the two of them came up with an idea for making a high-quality music video. Emin wanted to find “the most beautiful woman—model—in the world that we could.” He continued, “We figured we should reach out to the Miss Universe organization and contact the current Miss Universe.”4 That happened to be Olivia Culpo, who played the role of his sweetheart in the video while Emin crooned for her in the darkness of Los Angeles, where most of the video was shot.5

But the video was only part of the plan Emin and Goldstone pitched to the Miss Universe Organization. What if the Miss Universe pageant were to be held in Moscow, where Emin could perform “Amor” and another single, “In Another Life,” alongside other models to a viewership of millions? Not only that, but what if the Agalarovs paid for the whole thing? The idea sounded like music to Trump’s ears. After convincing NBC, the other owner of the Miss Universe Organization, Emin flew that June to meet Trump in person at his gilded Vegas International Hotel where the deal was confirmed, only five months before the show. At Emin’s invitation, Trump would later make a cameo in the video for “In Another Life.” At the end of the song, the lovestruck Emin closes his eyes and reopens them to find himself in a boardroom meeting with Trump. (The scene was filmed in the Moscow Ritz). Trump chastises Emin and then delivers the line that had made him famous across America: “You’re fired.”

Emin had gotten his wish to perform before a global audience, but his hopes of gaining Western fans never took off. As Olivia Wells, who competed as Miss Australia, noted, this was likely due to Emin’s lack of talent. “Us girls all knew he had zero talent,” Wells said. “We were all laughing about how easy life would be if you had a dad who could just buy you a TV event to try and make you famous. That was the joke, that Miss Universe was in Russia because Agalarov wanted to buy his son a big break even though he was shockingly bad.”6 Trump was more complimentary. “Emin was WOW,” he wrote on Twitter.



—

REGARDLESS OF AGALAROV’S INTENT IN bringing the pageant to Moscow, Trump’s brief stay in the city would haunt the future president long after the winner was crowned. Trump had arrived on the eve of the pageant, departing from Asheville, North Carolina, where he had attended the Rev. Billy Graham’s ninety-fifth birthday party. Trump flew to Moscow on a private jet owned by his friend Phil Ruffin, who was married to a former Miss Ukraine who had competed in the 2004 pageant and judged the one the following year.

Not long after his arrival in Moscow, Trump was escorted to a dinner at Nobu, the famed sushi restaurant of chef Nobu Matsuhisa, who was a friend of the Agalarovs and would be among the panel of judges for the pageant. Agalarov owned both the rooftop Moscow franchise of Nobu as well as the building it crowned. Joining the dinner party was Herman Gref, chief executive of Sberbank, Russia’s largest state bank and Agalarov’s biggest creditor. Over plates of sushi served beneath sea urchin–inspired chandeliers, Trump and his hosts discussed interest rates and the prospect of a breakup of the European Union, which Trump said was unlikely. “We talked about business,” Agalarov said, “but not his business.”7

Though it wouldn’t happen over gourmet Japanese, Trump and Agalarov did make time to talk about Trump’s business. Agalarov was developing a property he was calling “The Manhattan,” a 57-acre site within the Crocus complex where the pageant was to be held. “We began to discuss joint work in the area of real estate a few days ago,” Agalarov said on the day of the pageant.8 According to a brochure produced by his American architecture firm, the project had been inspired by his son’s experience living in New York City and was designed to emulate the feel of a Madison Avenue condo. The plan called for 13 towers totaling more than 10 million square feet of space. But Trump had another idea.

During the pageant, two of the partners involved in Trump SoHo, Alex Sapir and Rotem Rosen, flew to Moscow to discuss with Agalarov the idea of replicating the building for Agalarov’s proposed development. “The Trump SoHo has a lot of very high-profile Russian visitors and they have been telling us they wish there was something modern and hip like it in Moscow,” Alex Sapir told Real Estate Weekly. “Over the last ten years, there have been no big new hotels built in Moscow. A lot of people from the oil and gas businesses have come to us asking to be partners in building a product like Trump SoHo there.”9

Because Trump only had two days in Moscow, he kept his focus on two things: Putin and the pageant. Putin’s spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, called Trump upon his arrival in Moscow. Earlier, Peskov had conveyed the president’s interest in a meeting but Trump’s last-minute change of travel plans had made it impossible for the two men to meet. In the end, Putin was unable to accommodate him in his schedule. Instead, the Russian president sent his regards in a note accompanied by a traditional Russian gift, a decorative lacquered box, hand-delivered to the Miss Universe offices in New York by Aras Agalarov’s daughter, Sheila. Trump would make much of this gift, commenting during the Conservative Political Action Conference, apropos of nothing, that “Putin even sent me a present, beautiful present, with a beautiful note. I spoke to all of his people.”10 The note’s message has never been made public.

For Trump, the pageant had been a hit, which he attributed to his popularity there. “The Russian market is attracted to me,” Trump told Real Estate Weekly. “I have a great relationship with many Russians, and almost all of the oligarchs were in the room.”11 His ebullient mood during that time may have been noticeable to those around him, including people who may have wanted to take advantage of Trump’s desire to have a good time in Moscow.

According to a dossier compiled by Christopher Steele, a former spy with MI6, Britain’s equivalent of the CIA, Russian intelligence managed to gather kompromat, or compromising material, that displayed Trump’s “personal obsessions and sexual perversions.” This took place in the luxury suite Trump had rented in the Ritz Carlton, the same $13,000-a-night suite that Barack and Michelle Obama had stayed in during the president’s first visit in July 2009. Steele, the ex-spy, noted, not incorrectly, that Trump despised the Obamas. At the time, he was leading a “birther” campaign against the president, based on the racist lie that Obama was born not in Hawaii, but in Africa, and therefore had no right to be president.

According to the report, Trump had a particularly perverted idea to defile the bed the Obamas had slept in while getting a fetishistic thrill. He employed a number of prostitutes to perform a “‘golden showers’ (urination) show in front of him.” Steele’s source was a “a close associate of Trump who organized and managed his recent trips to Moscow.” Two other of Steele’s sources, including a female staffer at the Ritz, confirmed the story. Steele noted that the hotel was known to be under the control of Russian intelligence, with cameras and microphones in all the main rooms, a possibility that Trump later publicly indicated he was well aware of.

The allegation remains unconfirmed. Trump has emphatically denied it as fake news produced by a “failed spy” and no witnesses have publicly confirmed it. Keith Schiller, Trump’s longtime bodyguard, told congressional investigators that he was approached by a Russian who offered to send five women up to Trump’s suite at the Ritz. “We don’t do that type of stuff,” Schiller told the Russian, and later laughed about it with Trump.12 (On the other hand, Schiller acted as the go-between for porn star Stormy Daniels’s trysts with Trump. “That’s how I got in touch with him,” Daniels told In Touch Weekly in 2011. “I never had Donald’s cellphone number. I always used Keith’s.”13)

    According to Steele’s report, which he submitted months before the 2016 election, this was not the first time that Trump had behaved inappropriately in Russia. His report quoted a high-level intelligence officer as saying that “TRUMP’S unorthodox behavior over the years had provided the authorities there with enough embarrassing material on the now Republican candidate to be able to blackmail him if they so wished.”14 In a subsequent report, Steele’s sources told him that Trump had taken part in sex parties in St. Petersburg, Russia, and made use of “extensive sexual services there from local prostitutes.” However, all witnesses had been “silenced”—bribed or coerced to disappear. Trump also paid bribes in St. Petersburg for deals involving real estate.15 One person who would know what hijinks Trump had been up to in St. Petersburg was Aras Agalarov.



—

ARAS AGALAROV HAD GROWN UP in Baku, the capital of the former Soviet republic of Azerbaijan. His father died when he was 13, so young Aras sold goods on the black market to help support his family. He hawked videocassettes of The Godfather and other American movies, a practice he continued until he left Baku for Moscow in 1983. He moved his family, including three-year-old Emin, to enroll as a graduate student at the N. M. Shvernik Higher School of Trade Unions in Moscow. After defending a thesis in economics, he worked as a junior research associate at one of the USSR’s institutional dinosaurs, the All-Union Central Council of Trade Unions, a body dominated by the Communist Party that oversaw all unions in the country. Agalarov was well on his way to an unremarkable career as a Soviet functionary.

He changed course when premier Mikhail Gorbachev unleashed the pent-up capitalist initiatives of the Russian people during perestroika, the restructuring of the collapsing Soviet economy. A new law permitted small businesses called “cooperatives”—partnerships of three or more individuals in which profits were shared. Agalarov in 1987 formed a cooperative called Saffron, and began importing scarce printers and copiers into the Soviet Union. When computers emerged on the market, he began importing them as well. He exported matryoshka, the hand-painted Russian wooden nesting dolls. Agalarov’s dolls were fore-runners of the globalized economy: they were fashioned out of Mexican lumber, hand-painted in Russia, and sold all over the world.

Agalarov staged a computer show, COMTEK ’90, a Soviet-American joint venture, at the Russian World Trade Center, a huge complex not far from the Kremlin. At the trade show, he met an American named Mark LoGiurato, a 25-year-old speech pathologist turned entrepreneur. LoGiurato was so impressed by the potential he saw in Moscow that he took a job running the American side of the joint venture out of the offices of Comtek Expositions Inc., in Wilton, Connecticut.

Within a few years, LoGiurato was putting together nine different trade shows in the former Soviet Union, the biggest of which was the computer exhibition. Young employees, many of whom spoke Russian, filled Comtek’s freewheeling office in Wilton, Connecticut, which was decorated with Agalarov’s ubiquitous matryoshka. Through Crocus, Comtek helped produce Ted Turner’s Goodwill Games in St. Petersburg, Russia, in the summer of 1994.

In the winter of that year, an unusual visitor arrived at Comtek’s offices. “There’s a woman here from the CIA,” a receptionist told LoGiurato. He was sure one of his friends was pulling his leg, but in walked a beautiful brunette who looked something like the actress Natalie Wood. The woman pulled out a badge and introduced herself as a CIA officer. She explained that she was there as a gesture of goodwill from the U.S. government. She pulled out a picture of Alexandr Rutskoi, the former vice president of Russia who had launched an unsuccessful attempt to seize power from Boris Yeltsin the previous year.

“How do you know him?” the woman asked.

“I don’t know him,” LoGiurato replied.

Next, she pulled out a picture of LoGiurato shaking hands with Rutskoi at a Comtek trade show in Moscow. LoGiurato explained that this was just one of hundreds of hands he had shaken as part of his job. He had shaken Gorbachev’s and Boris Yeltsin’s hands as well. The politicians would all show up for the opening day of the trade show for press pictures. In fact, LoGiurato was on TV so much that Russians started to recognize him as a celebrity.

The CIA officer then explained the purpose of her visit. “We’re not allowed in that country, but we’d like you to tell us what’s going on during your visits. You don’t have to do anything, just tell us what you see and report back to us,” LoGiurato said she told him. He replied that he had no interest and no time. He was trying to build a business and he didn’t want interference from the government. She returned a second time, and LoGiurato turned her down again. “I was adamantly against it,” he said. “It just didn’t feel right.” (The CIA declined to comment.)

The failed CIA effort to recruit LoGiurato was an interesting twist in an old spy game played at trade shows. The Soviet Union had long used trade organizations and trade shows for spying. Expocentre, the large Soviet trade show hall on the Moskva River, was staffed with KGB agents. Western trade shows were targeted for intelligence collection.

A few months after the CIA visit, the FBI stopped by Comtek. Large inflows of money from Russia into Comtek’s bank accounts at Chase Manhattan via the First Republic Bank of New York had attracted the bureau’s attention. (Gross receipts of the joint venture in 1995 and 1996 were running at around $20 million a year.) The way LoGiurato saw it, the FBI seemed to have a hard time accepting that any company that operated in Russia in the 1990s was a legitimate operation. “We showed them all the contracts,” he said. The FBI left after a few hours.

The government didn’t lose interest in Comtek, however, for the FBI investigation was followed by a criminal investigation by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). The focus of the IRS investigation was an Irish shell company called ECI Management Services Ltd. that Crocus and Comtek set up to take over payment of royalties from the Russian trade shows. ECI was a way of distributing overseas profits before they reached America. “From where I sat everything was up and up,” LoGiurato said. The government didn’t see it that way. To the IRS, it looked like tax evasion.

Agalarov and his fellow shareholders at Comtek denied that they were cheating on taxes, but the government wasn’t reassured when they asserted their Fifth Amendment rights against self-incrimination in response to requests for information from the IRS about ECI. Comtek was sold in 2000, but the tax investigation dragged on for years. In 2003, a tax court judge found no evidence that Comtek or Crocus were formed to evade taxes, but he did deliver a stinging denunciation of Agalarov’s business practices. Crocus, like ECI, was a financial “black hole,” Tax Court Judge Renato Beghe wrote in his ruling on the case. “The stipulated facts in this case present a mysterious world where real-life agreements are disregarded, financial records are nowhere to be found, and a myriad of other relevant information is absent.”16



—

WHATEVER HAPPENED THAT NIGHT AT the Moscow Ritz, Trump returned to New York drunk with excitement from his time in Russia and took to Twitter to say so. “I just got back from Russia—learned lots & lots. Moscow is a very interesting and amazing place! U.S. MUST BE VERY SMART AND VERY STRATEGIC.”17 Then he composed a tweet to Agalarov. “I had a great weekend with you and your family. You have done a FANTASTIC job. TRUMP TOWER–MOSCOW is next. EMIN was WOW!”18 Aras responded by retweeting his son’s response: “Mr. Trump thank you for bringing #missuniverse to us we had an awesome time TRUMP tower Moscow—lets make it happen!”19

A year later, Trump and the Agalarovs were still talking about building a tower in Moscow, and Agalarov delivered regular updates on the project to the Russian press. But the ship had sailed on an Agalarov-backed Trump Tower in Moscow; a complex of apartment buildings of 40 to 50 stories each had been scheduled for construction in the same area Agalarov had shown Trump’s SoHo partners. Even after Trump announced he was running for president in June 2015, the Agalarovs remained bullish on the building project. “Donald Trump, despite the difficult international political situation, is still interested in this project,” Emin Agalarov said.20 Trump’s election, however, did finally put the project to rest, but Agalarov insisted that the bonds of loyalty they had built were strong. “Now that he ran and was elected, he does not forget his friends,” he told Forbes.21

It was a friendship based on shared interests. Agalarov’s company Crocus Group was a conglomerate that executed massive construction projects such as convention centers that hosted world-class trade fairs, including the Moscow Millionaire Fair, an annual display of conspicuous consumption by Russia’s ultra-wealthy elite. Not surprisingly, Trump debuted his Trump Vodka there in 2007. The press called Agalarov “the Donald Trump of Russia.”22 Forbes estimated Agalarov’s fortune in 2013 at $1.8 billion, but Agalarov, like Trump, liked to inflate the estimates of his wealth. In an interview with the British journalist Luke Harding, Agalarov brushed off the Forbes report and insisted that he was far richer, perhaps on the order of $10 billion, with his land holdings worth $6 billion alone. And like Trump, much of Agalarov’s business catered exclusively to the wealthy. When Agalarov branched out into luxury condominiums, many Russian oligarchs would move in. When Agalarov moved into restaurants, he made sure only the best chefs like Nobu would be represented.

In other ways, the two men could not be more different. Mark LoGiurato, Agalarov’s American business associate, told me that he never could make sense of Agalarov’s business ventures with Donald Trump. They seemed out of character for Agalarov. “He’s a businessperson, not a snob, not egotistical like our current president. I never understood them together, but business is business,” LoGiurato said. Agalarov was an Azeri Muslim, whose wife was from a Jewish family. And even in business, comparing Agalarov to Trump somewhat understates the scale of Agalarov’s business empire and his connections to the highest reaches of the Kremlin. Like his fellow oligarchs, Agalarov used money to gain political power and then used his political power to make even more money.

The public sector in Russia is notoriously rife with corruption, according to the “Russia Corruption Report” produced by the respected Business Anti-Corruption Portal. “Bribes, kickbacks and other irregular payments are often exchanged to obtain public contracts and licenses. Companies report favoritism in decisions of government officials, and public funds are frequently diverted due to corruption,” the site stated.23 Although there is no evidence that Algalarov’s Crocus Group obtained infrastructure contracts through underhanded means, in the years leading up to Miss Universe, Crocus started winning major state contracts, even if the final products turned out to be less than stellar.

In 2012, when Crocus was picked to construct new campus buildings for a state-funded university located in the Russian Pacific-coast city of Vladivostok, the work was so shoddy that brand-new buildings leaked in the autumn rains. Poor performance, however, did not stop Crocus from receiving even more lucrative state contacts. It was Crocus that would be tapped to build stadiums for the 2018 World Cup and reconstruct the battered Moscow Automobile Ring Road that encircles the city. Agalarov portrayed himself as doing the bidding of the Kremlin, describing the state contracts as a “status project” that didn’t actually make him any money.24 Yet, according to The New York Times, Crocus was written into a 2014 treaty between Russia and Kyrgyzstan for the express purpose of excluding any competitors in a $127 million job.25

Agalarov clearly enjoyed his political connections, with the Kremlin viewing the oligarch with rare admiration. Just days before the Miss Universe ceremony, Russian President Vladimir Putin had awarded Agalarov the Order of Honor, given to Russian citizens for extraordinary achievements. Agalarov also wrote an open letter defending Yury Chaika, the general prosecutor of the Russian Federation, and his family from allegations of widespread corruption levied by Alexei Navalny, the anti-corruption campaigner and opposition politician. “The first impression is shock,” Agalarov wrote in an open letter published in Kommersant after watching the popular video Navalny produced on Chaika. The video attempted to “cover a person and his family with mud to try and manipulate public opinion.” He concluded his letter by comparing Navalny to Hitler’s propaganda minster, Joseph Goebbels.26 Agalarov’s friendship with Chaika would later have major consequences for Trump’s presidential campaign.



—

DONALD TRUMP WOULD DECLARE HIS presidential run in June 2015, descending the escalator at Trump Tower to give an inflammatory speech that blamed Mexico for sending its most problematic people to the United States: “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,” he said.27 Several networks cut ties with him as a result of the speech, including NBC, which owned half of the Miss Universe Organization. Trump bought NBC out, and sold the beauty pageant to William Morris Endeavor/IMG only three days later.

Emin Agalarov kept up his relationship with the Trumps, even giving a private performance for Trump at his National Golf Course in Doral, Florida, in March 2014. A year later, when the singer performed at Highline Ballroom, a concert venue in New York City, his publicist invited Trump’s son Don Jr. to attend. The two became chummy enough that just over a year later, when Emin needed to set up a meeting with the Trump campaign to provide dirt on Hillary Clinton, it would be to Don Jr. that he turned.

On June 3, 2016, on behalf of his client, Emin’s publicist Rob Goldstone emailed Don Jr. the following message:


Good morning

Emin just called and asked me to contact you with something very interesting.

The Crown prosecutor of Russia met with his father Aras this morning and in their meeting offered to provide the Trump campaign with some official documents and information that would incriminate Hillary and her dealings with Russia and would be very useful to your father.

This is obviously very high level and sensitive information but is part of Russia and its government’s support for Mr. Trump—helped along by Aras and Emin.

What do you think is the best way to handle this information and would you be able to speak to Emin about it directly?

I can also send this info to your father via Rhona, but it is ultra sensitive so wanted to send to you first.

Best

Rob Goldstone



THERE IS NO CROWN PROSECUTOR in Russia. This is most likely a reference to Yury Chaika, the prosecutor general Agalarov had publicly defended. All signs point to Chaika as the one who orchestrated the plan to deliver the dirt on Hillary Clinton to the Trump campaign. The news was enticing enough that within minutes Don Jr. had replied:


Thanks Rob I appreciate that. I am on the road at the moment but perhaps I just speak to Emin first. Seems we have some time and if it’s what you say I love it especially later in the summer.

Could we do a call first thing next week when I am back?

Best,

Don



Over the course of a week, Goldstone and Don Jr. worked out a meeting for 4 PM on June 9, 2016. Don Jr. invited along his brother-in-law, Jared Kushner, who was a top campaign official, along with Trump’s newly appointed campaign chairman Paul Manafort. Don Jr. was informed that two people would be in the meeting, one of whom was described to him as a “Russian Government Attorney,” later identified as Natalia Veselnitskaya, an in-house counsel for the Chaika family.

The main subject of the meeting was the Magnitsky Act. This law, pushed by investor Bill Browder and signed by President Obama in 2012, sanctioned Russian officials for the death of Sergei Magnitsky, an accountant who was beaten and left to die in a prison cell after uncovering a $230 million Russian tax fraud. The law was particularly vexing to the Kremlin and Chaika had dispatched Veselnitskaya to organize a campaign to undermine the law.

In an interview with Bloomberg, Veselnitskaya said that Don Jr. had promised to review the Magnitsky Act. “Looking ahead, if we come to power, we can return to this issue and think what to do about it,” Veselnitskaya quoted Don Jr. as saying. “I understand our side may have messed up, but it’ll take a long time to get to the bottom of it.”28 Manafort typed notes on his cellphone, which were later turned over to congressional investigators. His notes included cryptic statements such as “Value in Cyprus as inter,” “Ilici,” “133 million,” “Active sponsors of RNC”—a possible reference to the Republican National Committee—“Russian adoption by American families,” and “Browder hired Joanna Glover,” a mistaken reference to Juleanna Glover, Browder’s DC lobbyist who was a former press secretary to Vice President Dick Cheney.

Veselnitskaya then brought up the Ziff brothers, a wealthy American magazine family who had invested with Browder, quoting an elaborate theory that involved Browder, tax evasion, and Clinton contributions. When Don Jr. asked for documentation, Veselnitskaya replied that she had no proof to offer. The 20-minute meeting quickly fell apart, with Kushner leaving early. Both Kushner and Don Jr. said they viewed the meeting as a waste of time. In his carefully worded testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee, Don Jr. said the meeting at Trump Tower provided “no meaningful information” on Hillary Clinton.

Steve Bannon, the former White House strategist who told author Michael Wolff that he thought the meeting was “treasonous,” referred to the president’s son as Fredo. That was yet another Godfather reference, this time to the gullible and weak-minded son of Mob boss Vito Corleone who craved, but never received, his father’s approval.29 (“Fredo has a good heart, but he is weak and stupid, and this is life and death,” says his younger brother, Michael, who supersedes him as head of the family business.) With his Fredo-like gullibility, Don Jr. could not understand the forces arrayed before him and what consequences his actions might have.

What Don Jr. couldn’t see was that the meeting bore some familiar fingerprints. James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence under President Obama, said the Trump Tower meeting was “classic, textbook Soviet and now Russian tradecraft.” Russian intelligence was notorious for using intermediaries, and may have been testing the waters to see whether the Trump campaign would accept dirt from them. If it was an intelligence operation, it was not a waste of time at all for the Russian side. The message that the Kremlin got back was twofold. First, the Trump campaign would play ball. Rather than call the FBI immediately, the president’s son and two top campaign officials accepted the meeting. If it wasn’t criminal, it was quite possibly “felony stupid,” as one DC attorney put it to me. Secondly, the message the Kremlin got back from the Trump meeting was that the dirt on the Ziff brothers wasn’t good enough. Don’t you have something better? And, as if by magic, three days later WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange revealed to ITV that his organization had obtained hacked emails stolen from the Clinton campaign.



—

ALONG WITH THE PUBLICIST ROB Goldstone, who had sat in on the meeting, Veselnitskaya was joined by Rinat Akhmetshin, a former Soviet army officer turned rambunctious Washington lobbyist working on behalf of Russian (and oligarch) interests. After news of the meeting blew up, a Financial Times journalist named Katrina Manson interviewed Akhmetshin at a Washington restaurant near the capital. At what became a five-hour lunch, the colorful Akhmetshin described himself as a hired gun who would do anything for money and brushed off claims by members of Congress and the media of being a Russian spy. “I have zero interest in working for Russian government,” he told Manson. “I don’t want to complicate things and quite frankly they will never trust me because I hang out with too many Agency”—CIA —“people.” Akhmetshin said he had been asked to join the meeting because of his work lobbying against the Magnitsky Act, which he claimed was hastily signed without being thoroughly understood. Over wine and rabbit pâté, Akhmetshin reported how Veselnitskaya’s papers showed “how bad money ended up in Manhattan and that money was put into supporting political campaigns,” adding that he thought Veselnitskaya was giving Don Jr. “low-hanging fruit” by tossing the Trump campaign a lead he believed could devastate Clinton’s campaign.30

While Akhmetshin’s reason for being at the meeting made sense, what another participant named Irakly Kaveladze was doing there has never been made clear. Kaveladze has held various positions in Crocus, including his current title of vice president. LoGiurato, who had met Kaveladze as a young man, considered him to be Agalarov’s “eyes and ears” in America, further describing him as smart, well educated, and fluent in English. “Somehow he’s related to Aras, I’m not sure how, or maybe Aras is his godfather—something like that,” LoGiurato said, adding that on a personal level, he found Kaveladze to be “a really good guy.”

Kaveladze studied at the Moscow Finance Institute, a prestigious business school where his classmates included Mikhail Prokhorov, the future owner of the New Jersey Nets and head of Nornickel, one of the world’s biggest metals producers. Admission to the institute was granted to those who could call on high-level influence and favors known as blat. By the time he graduated in 1990, Kaveladze spoke English fluently. “They didn’t teach English to just anyone,” said an FBI source. Kaveladze left Russia soon after, opening up Crocus’s first U.S. office in New York in 1991. He adopted an American variation of his name: Ike. While it appeared he was trying to help Agalarov establish a presence in the United States, Kaveladze’s primary occupation soon became helping Russians move their money out of the country in the midst of post-Soviet turmoil. His fluency in English and his suspected money laundering led some to suspect that Kaveladze was somehow involved with Russian intelligence.

If Kaveladze was a Russian spy, Agalarov and Crocus afforded him a convenient cover. Shortly before the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1990, the administration of Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev called for the creation of “an invisible economic structure” to conceal Soviet state funds and wealth. Richard L. Palmer, a former CIA chief of station in the former Soviet Union who focused on Russian organized crime, said that part of this plan involved the creation of shell companies in Delaware.31 Corporate disclosure laws in Delaware allowed companies to conceal information about the people involved, the principal place of business, or even the specific business activity of the corporation.

In fact, shortly after his arrival, Kaveladze had established two corporations in Delaware: International Business Creations Inc., and later the Euro-American Corporate Services, which helped Russian brokers register thousands of Delaware corporations and set up hundreds of U.S. bank accounts. What Kaveladze’s Russian clients did with their accounts isn’t known, but according to Palmer, these types of corporations would assume loans from offshore banks, which were then used to invest in Russia under the protection of American laws.

From 1991 through January 2000, Kaveladze’s clients wired more than $1.4 billion into hundreds of accounts that he or his company opened at two U.S. banks, Citibank and Commercial Bank of San Francisco, with much of that money coming from overseas. His business eventually became the subject of an investigation by Congress. “These transfers raise concerns that the U.S. banking system may have been used to launder money,” the Government Accountability Office, the investigative arm of Congress, concluded in a report on its investigation into Kaveladze’s businesses.32

At Citibank, where some $725 million passed through 136 accounts that Kaveladze opened for himself and his clients, Kaveladze identified his primary client as Crocus International, “a legitimate shoe distributor in Russia that formerly employed Mr. Kaveladze,” the bank’s general counsel, Michael Ross, wrote in a letter to the Senate.33 (While working on the computer trade show business, in 1991 Agalarov launched what became a chain of stores selling high-end shoes and fashion.) The bank noted that it found no illegal activity in the Kaveladze-related accounts. But no one at the bank had bothered to ask the obvious question: Why did a Russian shoe seller need to move millions of dollars through U.S. banks?

Incredibly, Citibank opened the accounts without requiring that the account holder even set foot in the bank, something that would be unimaginable today. Kaveladze explained that he was seeking to aid other Russians in securing a safe place to park their money while Russia underwent wrenching political and economic upheaval. Just as he had impressed LoGiurato, Kaveladze struck both the branch manager and the sales manager as a likeable, well-educated Russian businessman.

Citibank allowed most of the money to pass through the Kaveladze-linked accounts unmolested, but one instance did raise suspicions. In July 1994, the branch manager noted a $1 million wire into one of Kaveladze’s business accounts and an $850,000 wire transfer out three days later. Asked for an explanation, Kaveladze said the funds were earmarked for a business in Brazil and the receiving party could accept only $150,000. A Citibank loss-control manager reviewed the confusing transaction and determined, somewhat remarkably, that it was not cause for concern.

More than $600 million was wired into the second bank involved in Kaveladze’s operation. Commercial Bank of San Francisco was a small, privately held bank, formed in the mid-1970s. Kaveladze partnered with a Commercial Bank director and owner named Boris Goldstein, who had made a fortune in software in Latvia and used it to invest in banks. The Government Accountability Office reported that Goldstein had “a close relationship with companies associated with members of the former Soviet Union’s intelligence agency.”34 Goldstein invested in a Latvian bank called Sakaru, which had the last chairman of the Latvian KGB as its business manager. Findings from this part of the investigation were referred to the U.S. attorney in San Francisco, Robert Mueller, the future special counsel, but no charges were ever filed.

When Congress started poking around in his activities, Kaveladze protested that he was being scapegoated. He said he had done nothing wrong, but he was nevertheless liquidating his company “due in part to concerns about money-laundering issues that were raised in 1999 when the media reported allegations that Russian organized crime had laundered billions of dollars through the Bank of New York.” Kaveladze blasted the Bank of New York scandal as an “ethnic witch hunt” in an op-ed written at the time. “The Russian businessman and the Russian-American have become stock villains from Central Casting,” he wrote.35

As for Kaveladze’s boss, Aras Agalarov was part of a “Russian Central Asian crime nexus,” said Glenn Simpson, who spent a year investigating Trump’s organized-crime connections, in testimony before the House Intelligence Committee.36 According to numerous press reports and the website of a respected Russian billionaire, Agalarov’s main source of capital in the 1990s was not his shoe stores or his trade shows but his share in Cherkizovsky market. This huge market in north-eastern Moscow was dominated by criminal gangs. It was a crossroads of sorts for people from Asia and the former Soviet republics who were engaged in all manner of shady dealings, selling everything from drugs to counterfeit Asian products to counterfeit clothes made locally by illegal aliens. Among the original owners of the Cherkizovsky market were Zarakh Iliev and God Nisanov, two members of Moscow’s rapidly growing community of “Mountain” Jews—the Tats—who hailed mostly from Azerbaijan. Agalarov later went into business with both men in the Grand furniture hypermarket and Food City, a wholesale market on the western outskirts of Moscow.37

In 2006, the Agalarov family joined with the ruling family of Azerbaijan when Emin married Leyla Aliyeva, daughter of Azerbaijan’s despotic ruler, Ilham Aliyev. A cable from the U.S. Embassy in Baku released by WikiLeaks compared the Aliyevs to the Corleone family in The Godfather, which appears to be a popular pop culture reference among politicos.

The same year of the Agalarov wedding, an Azerbaijani vor, a top-level Russian gangster named Ikmet Mukhtarov, was gunned down in Moscow. Mukhtarov was killed instantly when assassins unleashed a torrent of bullets as he sat in a Mercedes 500 on Leningradsky Prospekt. The respected Russian daily Kommersant reported that Mukhtarov’s killing was part of a string of slayings connected to a Mafiya war for control over incomes from several large markets and shopping complexes in Moscow. The car in which Mukhtarov was killed belonged to one of the co-founders of Crocus International.38
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9.

BLOOD MONEY

CAN THEY REALLY STEAL THIS THING from me?” Donald Trump asked.

It was early spring of 2016, and Trump had called Roger Stone at his home in Florida. Stone was Trump’s longtime friend and his off-again, on-again political consultant who had been urging him to run for president for years. Even though he had a commanding lead in the race for the Republican nomination, Trump was worried. A committed core of GOP “never Trump” stalwarts were upset that the party was on the verge of nominating a man whom they felt was deeply unqualified to be president. Trump was becoming obsessed with the idea that he could win the primaries and still lose the nomination. Stone stoked his fear.

“Yes, they can steal it, and they will try,” Stone told Trump.

“Even though I won all the primaries?”

“Yes, they’re going to play games with the rules,” Stone said.

Trump wanted to know what to do about it.

Call Paul Manafort, Stone told him.1

Stone had introduced Trump to Manafort, his old friend and business partner, at the 1988 GOP convention in New Orleans. (Another version of this story says it was Roy Cohn who had introduced them.) In 1980, Stone and Manafort had co-founded Black, Manafort and Stone, a Washington lobbying firm that had a reputation for taking on controversial but high-paying clients. The firm had even helped Trump resolve a dispute with the Federal Aviation Administration over the height of a few of his buildings. It didn’t hurt that Manafort owned an expensive condominium in Trump Tower and occasionally bumped into Trump in the building.

Another of Trump’s longtime friends, the real estate investor Thomas J. Barrack Jr., also championed Manafort. Barrack had been urging the real estate tycoon to hire Manafort as a “delegate wrangler.” Barrack had known Trump for 30 years, but he had known Manafort even longer. The two men had met in the 1970s when they were both young lawyers working in Saudi Arabia.2

Trump had his campaign manger, Corey Lewandowski, set up a meeting. The loyal Lewandowski invited the man who would replace him to a dinner on March 28 at Mar-a-Lago. When Manafort arrived, Trump’s first remark was, “Wow, you’re a good looking guy.”3 The 66-year-old political operative had the carefully coiffed look of a network news anchor, exactly the sort of establishment figure whose approval Trump so desperately craved. Normally, Trump liked to dine outside and mingle with guests at his resort, but when Manafort arrived, he and Trump dined alone, inside, by the fireplace.

Manafort had drawn up a two-page list of talking points in his pitch to work for the Trump campaign. Manafort promised that the GOP convention in Cleveland would be a worry-free “Trump-controlled convention.” Roger Stone said he told Trump that Manafort knew more about convention politics “than anyone in America.” That was an exaggeration, putting it mildly. Manafort’s last convention job had been an informal one at the 1996 GOP convention in San Diego, and it had been even longer, some 40 years, since Manafort last helped fend off a convention challenge.

“I am not looking for a paid job,” read the item at the top of Manafort’s list of bullet points. This was highly unusual to say the least, and what made it even more worrisome was that, at the time, Manafort was deeply in debt. When he appeared before Trump, Manafort’s life was in shambles. He owed millions of dollars to a powerful Russian oligarch who was hounding him for money. His daughters had caught him having an affair with an expensive mistress. He had entered a clinic in Arizona.

Lower down on his list of talking points, Manafort described himself as a Washington outsider in a section headed “Not a part of the political establishment.” Only a complete outsider like Trump, and possibly not even Trump himself, believed that. Paul Manafort wasn’t about to drain the Washington swamp. He had helped make the nation’s capital into what it is today, and a drained swamp would mean Manafort would have to give up his many homes, cars, and fine clothes. Manafort also promised not to bring “Washington baggage.” Paul Manafort was Washington baggage, as Trump would soon learn.



—

MANAFORT HAD BEEN AROUND WASHINGTON since his early days on the Nixon campaign. “Influence peddler” was how Manafort described himself. In the lobbying practice he set up with Roger Stone, Manafort had gone around the world and, as Stone put it, “lined up most of the dictators in the world that we could find—pro-Western dictators, of course.” A big early client was Ferdinand Marcos, the corrupt ruler of the Philippines. Marcos was said to have handed $10 million in cash to Manafort, who promised to deliver it to President Reagan’s reelection campaign. Other clients included Jonas Savimbi, who stoked Angola’s civil war for decades; Kenya’s Daniel arap Moi; and the leopard-skin-hatted Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire. In 1992, the brutality of Manafort’s clients earned his firm a prominent spot in “The Torturers’ Lobby,” a report by a Washington, DC, nonprofit, as well as a top “blood-on-the-hands” rating of four in Spy magazine, which pronounced Black, Manafort and Stone the “sleaziest of all in the Beltway.”4 Hacked text messages that were posted online revealed that even his daughters were troubled by what one called their father’s lack of a “moral or legal compass.”

“Don’t fool yourself,” Manafort’s daughter Andrea wrote her sister. “That money we have is blood money.”

Then again, Trump may also have been intrigued by another part of Manafort’s background: his deep connections to post-Soviet Russia. Manafort’s most recent work was in Ukraine, where he had helped elect pro-Russia strongman Viktor Yanukovych president in 2010. He had transformed President Yanukovych’s Party of Regions from what was viewed as a band of mobsters and oligarchs into a legitimate democratic force. Manafort also had a connection to a powerful Russian oligarch named Oleg Deripaska who was said to have the ear of Vladimir Putin. Emails showed that Manafort had offered to conduct private briefings for Deripaska, during the campaign. As he dined with Trump at Mar-a-Lago, some wondered, did Manafort offer to act as an intermediary between the Trump campaign and the Kremlin?

Whatever Manafort said during that fireplace interview, it got him the job. He moved quickly to professionalize the Trump campaign’s delegate outreach and calmed Trump’s fears about losing the convention. At the same time, he began angling for a bigger job. While Lewandowski was out working himself sick on the campaign trail, Manafort was meeting regularly in Trump Tower with Trump’s children. Within a month, Trump had promoted Manafort to campaign chairman and chief strategist.

And then the stories came tumbling out. The New York Times disclosed that a secret cash ledger found in President Yanukovych’s party headquarters listed $12.7 million in cash payments earmarked for Manafort. Trump was furious. “I’ve got a crook running my campaign,” he said.5



—

MANAFORT’S RELATIONSHIP WITH OLEG DERIPASKA, the Russian oligarch who would become his patron, began in 2004. Manafort’s partner, Rick Davis, was invited to the Moscow offices of Basic Element, Deripaska’s holding company, where he was introduced to the Russian with the cold, pale eyes. Then 36, Deripaska had emerged from the bloody post-Soviet “aluminum wars” as director general of Rusal, the world’s largest producer of aluminum. At the meeting, Davis was given a difficult assignment. It involved resurrecting the career of a man named Igor Giorgadze, an exiled ex-minister of state security in the former Soviet republic of Georgia who was also a former KGB officer. Georgia had embraced the West, and Deripaska wanted to pull it back into Russia’s orbit, with help from Davis’s firm Davis Manafort Partners.6

The firm did what it could, but it was a tall order to rehabilitate a man who had years earlier plotted to kill the country’s then president, Eduard Shevardnadze. The Georgian assignment wasn’t for naught, however, because the introduction to Deripaska would bear rich fruit for Davis and Manafort. Deripaska had a problem that he hoped Davis Manafort Partners might be able to help him resolve: he was not allowed in the United States. For years, the State Department had denied the oligarch a visa, reportedly over concerns of his ties to organized crime.

Russian aluminum has long been ruled by organized crime, which likely played a role in Deripaska’s stunning rise. For a time, he was a protégé of sorts to Michael Cherney, the post-Soviet aluminum king linked to organized crime. Testimony by one of Deripaska’s former business partners in Stuttgart, Germany, revealed that the oligarch had close connections to the FSB, the Russian intelligence service, and those contacts were of strategic importance to Cherney and others.7 In court proceedings across Europe and the United States, Deripaska has been accused of involvement in laundering €8 million, extortion, and threatening the lives of his competitors—charges he forcefully denied.8 One FBI agent who spent his career chasing terrorists and spies said the oligarch was one of the few people who ever scared him.9

As part of the campaign to help Deripaska get his U.S. visa, Davis arranged a meeting with a group of U.S. senators, including John McCain, one of Putin’s fiercest critics in Congress. The meeting was held in Klosters, a village just outside Davos, Switzerland, where McCain was attending the World Economic Forum. Though nothing came of the meeting (the Kremlin later issued Deripaska a diplomatic passport), the oligarch was grateful for Manafort and Davis’s efforts. “Thank you so much for setting up everything in Klosters so spectacularly,” Deripaska wrote in a note. “It was very interesting to meet Senators McCain, [Saxby] Chambliss and [John] Sununu in such an intimate setting.” The letter then went on to mention a business deal that Manafort had proposed. “Please will you send me the information on the metals trading company we discussed,” the tycoon wrote, adding that he “would be happy to see if I can do anything to help.”10

Deripaska wasn’t just any oligarch, but one very close to Putin. He enjoyed what the U.S. ambassador to Russia, William Burns, described as a “favorable relationship” with the Russian president. “He is a more or less permanent fixture on Putin’s trips abroad, and he is widely acknowledged by our contacts to be among the 2–3 oligarchs Putin turns to on a regular basis,” Ambassador Burns wrote in a 2006 State Department cable released by WikiLeaks.11 Deripaska boasted to an American analyst that he wanted to make himself “indispensable to Putin and the Kremlin.”12

Sensing a monumental opportunity to align himself with the biggest fish in the post-Soviet pond, in 2005 Manafort drafted a proposal for Deripaska. In it, Manafort said he would seek to “bolster the legitimacy of governments friendly to Putin and undercut anti-Russian figures through political campaigns, nonprofit front groups, and media operations.” In a confidential memo later obtained by the Associated Press, Manafort laid out a play-by-play strategy that would “refocus, both internally and externally, the policies of the Putin government.” He surmised that “this model can greatly benefit the Putin Government if employed at the correct levels with the appropriate commitment to success.”13

When the memo leaked, Manafort and Deripaska were quick to insist that nothing had come of it. Deripaska went so far as to sue the Associated Press for defamation for daring to even imply that he had anything to do with this memo. Lawyers for the Russian oligarch stated emphatically, “Mr. Deripaska never had any arrangement, whether contractual or otherwise, with Mr. Manafort to advance the interests of the Russian government or to implement the purported proposal in the 2005 Manafort Memo.”14

Deripaska put Davis Manafort on retainer the following year, offering them a $10 million annual consulting contract.15 Deripaska dispatched Davis to Montenegro to manage a referendum campaign that ended with the country declaring its independence. Deripaska had recently acquired Montenegro’s biggest aluminum plant, which then accounted for two-fifths of the country’s GDP. According to information received by The Nation, Deripaska had told one of his closest associates that he had bought the plant “because Putin encouraged him to do it” and that “the Kremlin wanted an area of influence in the Mediterranean.”16

Thanks to Deripaska, doors were opening up for Davis Manafort Partners all over the former Soviet Union. Deripaska recommended Manafort to Rinat Akhmetov, a Ukrainian coal-and-steel tycoon and a political kingmaker in Ukraine’s Russian-speaking Donbas region. Akhmetov paid Manafort $12 million to “Westernize” the image of his holding company, System Capital Management. Akhmetov, apparently pleased with Manafort’s work, introduced him to another would-be client whose reputation was in desperate need of an overhaul: Viktor Yanukovych.17



—

UKRAINE WAS IN THE MIDST of a revolution, and oligarchs like Rinat Akhmetov were unsure which way the political winds were blowing. For over a decade, Ukraine had been governed by its inept and corrupt president Leonid Kuchma. In line to succeed Kuchma were two men who sought to take the country in opposing directions. One was the Ukrainian prime minister and Party of Regions leader Viktor Yanukovych, a candidate widely seen as friendly to oligarchs and to Russia. Opposing him was Viktor Yushchenko, a former prime minister who had lost his position when he took a stand against corruption.

The election became a major battle between Putin and the West. Yushchenko had formed a popular opposition party, Our Ukraine, and openly spoke of his desire to strengthen ties with the European Union. Putin himself stumped for Yanukovych—including making two high-profile trips to Kiev during the campaign. The Russian president had staked considerable resources on his victory by dispatching Russian spin doctors to Kiev, and bombarding Ukrainian viewers with pro-Yanukovych coverage via Russian state TV. U.S. officials have said there were credible reports that Russia funneled large amounts of money into the Yanukovych campaign.

It would end up being an exhausting and nasty election, Yushchenko’s popularity versus Yanukovych’s moneyed connections. The first round of voting on October 31, 2004, showed Yushchenko slightly ahead but with less than 50 percent of the vote required for outright victory. In the revote on November 21, Yanukovych outpolled Yushchenko. Voter fraud was immediately suspected, with reports coming in of ballot stuffing, voter intimidation, and new registrants swelling the electoral rolls.

A massive protest dubbed the “Orange Revolution” (the color a reference to Yushchenko’s campaign banner) broke out on the streets the next day. It brought Ukraine to a standstill and stalled Yanukovych’s claim to the presidency, much to the consternation of his supporters. Galvanizing the movement was Yushchenko himself, who had nearly died during the campaign. It was later discovered that his food had been spiked with dioxin, a poison found in the Vietnam-era herbicide Agent Orange. Yushchenko emerged disfigured by the poison, but determined to lead his country.

Charges of corruption, dioxin poisoning, and Russian meddling heightened the drama of the Orange Revolution. Politicians began to speak openly about splitting Ukraine into two countries. The supreme court ordered a revote and on December 26, Yushchenko won by a landslide.

Down but not out, Yanukovych retreated to the sidelines and plotted his next move. In the summer of 2005, Yanukovych and his political patron, the coal tycoon Rinat Akhmetov, traveled to the Baltschug Hotel in Moscow. There, they met Paul Manafort. Akhmetov wanted Manafort’s help with the upcoming Ukrainian parliamentary elections. Manafort agreed and hired more than 40 consultants, many from Washington, and provided the Party of Regions with polling, advice on advertising, and help crafting an overall strategy. According to the Wall Street Journal, Davis Manafort Partners was paid $20 million for its initial work in Ukraine.18

Manafort set up a base of operations in Ukraine in a nondescript office at 4 Sofia Street near Kiev’s Independence Square. There was no sign on the door, and a passerby might easily have missed it. Managing the office was a former Russian army linguist named Konstantin Kilimnik who was “assessed to have ties to a Russian intelligence service.”19 Manafort had worked with Kilimnik on Rinat Akhmetov’s campaign. At the time, Kilimnik had been working as a translator in Moscow for the International Republican Institute, a U.S. not-for-profit group that promoted democracy around the world. Kilimnik was dismissed around that time, and he left Moscow and his family for Kiev and Manafort.20

Rick Davis took leave from the partnership to run Senator John McCain’s unsuccessful presidential campaign against Barack Obama, and Manafort took the reins in Ukraine. He promoted Rick Gates to be his right-hand man and set out to transform the Ukraine Party of Regions from a “haven for mobsters and oligarchs,” as a cable from the U.S. ambassador John Herbst had described it, into a legitimate political party.21 Manafort set up a meeting with Ambassador Herbst, and sought the counsel of a Swedish economic counselor to the Ukrainian government named Anders Åslund, who recalled Manafort as coming off as “highly intelligent and absolutely ruthless.” When Manafort told Herbst he would be working with Yanukovych, the ambassador gave him his blessings: “That was something that I thought was a fine idea,” Herbst said. “As I said to him, ‘If you can help Yanukovych win an election fair and square, good.’” Herbst added, “They would just update me on things they were doing and it all seemed pretty straightforward and nothing problematic.”22

Manafort began by helping Yanukovych appeal outside of his base, suggesting he give speeches in Ukrainian while in the western half of the country, and in Russian in the pro-Russian eastern half. Manafort then convinced Yanukovych to open up about his past delinquencies, certain assault and robbery convictions that had landed him in jail as a young man. Under Manafort’s grooming, Yanukovych shed his rough, pro-Russia image. “He got Yanukovych to wear the same suits as he did and to comb the hair backwards as he does,” said Åslund. “Manafort taught him how to smile and how to do small talk.” And he did it “from a back seat. He did it very elegantly.”23 Even Herbst was impressed. In a cable, he reported how Yanukovych was undergoing an “extreme makeover,” with Manafort doing all of the “nipping and tucking.”24

Manafort spoke of Yanukovych in Nixonian terms. “His vision is to have a relationship with Ukraine’s historic neighbors, while integrating with the West over the longer term. Like Nixon to China, he’s the only national leader who can do that.”25 In the meantime, Manafort had inserted himself into a role that Herbst described as “maybe the political adviser to Yanukovych.”26 The campaign worked. The Party of Regions won a landslide victory in Ukraine’s parliamentary election in 2006, with the repackaged Yanukovych 2.0 reelected as the country’s prime minister.



—

ALTHOUGH HE WAS EARNING MILLIONS for his political consulting work in Ukraine, Paul Manafort began using his connections to make even more money. He met Dmitry Firtash, a wealthy Ukrainian businessman involved in the natural gas trade who had friends in top posts in Yanukovych’s administration, and pitched him on his grand vision for Bulgari Tower, a $1.5 billion skyscraper project in midtown Manhattan on the corner of Park Avenue and Fifty-Sixth Street. It was said to be one of the most valuable development sites in North America.

The Ukrainian natural gas tycoon had millions to invest because Gazprom, the natural gas giant controlled by the Kremlin, had given his unpronounceable company, RosUkrEnergo, a monopoly on all gas trades between Russia and Ukraine. This incredibly lucrative deal was widely viewed as a partnership with organized crime. Firtash was believed to be a front man for Semion Mogilevich. In court papers in Chicago, where Firtash was indicted in a separate international racketeering conspiracy, prosecutors described him as an “upper-echelon” associate of Russian organized crime.27 In 2008 Firtash agreed to commit $112 million to Manafort’s Bulgari Tower project and wired in a $25 million deposit. The deposit came from Raiffeisen Zentralbank, the Austrian bank that U.S. officials believed served as a Mogilevich front. The tower deal later collapsed.28

While he was lining up investments from Firtash, Manafort proposed to Oleg Deripaska that they go into business together. The resulting company was Pericles Emerging Market Partners LP, a private equity fund in the Cayman Islands. Manafort described it to Deripaska as a vehicle to pursue investments that “leverage [our] business and political relationships” in Ukraine. Pericles sought to achieve an impressive compound annual return rate of 30 percent by investing in Ukraine, as well as other areas of interest to Deripaska—Russia, the former Soviet republics, Montenegro, and eastern and southern Europe. The offering memorandum touted Davis and Manafort’s experience with political campaigns “at the highest level.” The Russian oligarch gave Manafort a tentative commitment to invest $200 million in the fund.29

Manafort tasked the management of Pericles to Rick Gates, who visited Deripaska’s representatives in Moscow and provided a “fund plan” that described various investment opportunities. Of the many ideas Gates pitched, Deripaska’s team felt only one had merit: the acquisition of Chorne More (“Black Sea”), a Ukrainian telecommunications firm. In April of 2008, Deripaska paid nearly $19 million to fund the acquisition of Chorne More, then paid Manafort an additional $7.35 million in fees.30 Years later, Deripaska learned that the purchase price of Chorne More was $1.1 million less than Manafort and Gates had led him to believe. Gates and Manafort had simply pocketed the difference, laundering it through accounts in Cyprus that the two men used as “their personal piggy banks,” the oligarch said in a lawsuit.31

What Gates and Manafort also withheld was the fact that Chorne More wasn’t worth nearly what Deripaska paid for it. Chorne More was valued at only $4.5 million and took in only $1.5 million in revenue. To top it off, the company was run not in a proper office, but in “a dingy, Soviet-style apartment building about six miles (10 kilometers) from the city center.”32

Around the time of the Chorne More purchase in early 2008, Forbes ranked Deripaska as the ninth-wealthiest man on the planet, with a net worth estimated at $28 billion. The telecommunications company investment was a trifling fraction of his wealth, and it would hardly ruin him if the venture sank. With the advent of the global financial crisis in the fall of 2008, however, Deripaska’s businesses were hit particularly hard. Much of his wealth was wiped out and the struggling tycoon went hat in hand to the Kremlin for a $4.5 billion bailout. Putin put Deripaska in his place the following year in Pikalevo, a town that was struggling following the closure of one of Deripaska’s aluminum refineries. In a televised broadcast, Putin compared factory owners who didn’t pay workers’ wages to cockroaches, and then forced Deripaska to sign a document restarting the plant. As the oligarch walked away, Putin snapped, “Give me back my pen.”33

A humbled Deripaska went looking for pennies wherever he could find them, and he instructed Manafort and Gates to liquidate Pericles and sell off Chorne More. Manafort and Gates agreed, but for the next two years, Pericles neither shuttered its doors nor sold off Chorne More. In fact, investigators later discovered that Chorne More was not owned by Pericles, but by a mysterious British company. The last Deripaska heard from Manafort was in June 2011. After that, Manafort and Gates stopped responding to Deripaska’s team. “It appears that Paul Manafort and Rick Gates have simply disappeared,” Deripaska’s lawyers wrote in a Cayman Islands petition.34

Manafort hadn’t disappeared; he remained in Kiev with Yanukovych, who was still cutting his checks. As Deripaska worked to keep his empire intact, Manafort worked his sorcery on Yanukovych’s presidential campaign in Ukraine’s 2010 election. Once again it became a battle of Western and Eastern ideologies, with no clear favorite among the candidates. The administration of President Yushchenko, the man who had defeated Yanukovych in the days of the Orange Revolution, was widely seen as chaotic, with infighting taking precedence over policymaking. Yanukovych had been dismissed as prime minister after a year. His replacement was the co-leader of the Orange Revolution, Yulia Tymoshenko, a steely, blond-bunned politician dubbed “the gas princess” for the enormous fortune she amassed in the 1990s with sweetheart deals in the natural gas business.

In the first round of voting in the 2010 Ukrainian presidential election, Prime Minister Tymoshenko and Manafort’s man Viktor Yanukovych emerged as the front-runners. To prep for the second round, Tymoshenko hired AKPD, a consulting firm run by David Axelrod, Obama’s former chief strategist, to help bolster her campaign. But AKPD couldn’t navigate the complex world of Ukrainian politics like Manafort, and after the dust settled from the second round, his years of steering Yanukovych toward his goal paid off. On February 7, 2010, Yanukovych emerged as the winner and was declared Ukraine’s fourth president. Manafort was exalted in the Ukrainian press as a “mythical figure.”

Almost as soon as he was sworn in, Yanukovych embarked on a platform to rebuild Ukraine’s political alliance with Russia and counter his predecessor’s pro-Western initiatives. He bluntly quashed the long-running NATO membership debate among Ukrainian politicians. And while he publicly called for a free and democratic Ukraine, reports of press censorship proliferated, and his political opponents, including the defeated Tymoshenko, landed in jail on trumped-up charges. Tymoshenko’s imprisonment triggered a fierce international outcry, among them a call to boycott Ukraine’s bid to host the 2012 European soccer championship. Yanukovych stressed that Tymoshenko “broke the rules” and wagged his finger at her champions. “I am disappointed by the premature conclusions of some European politicians who do not understand the depth of these issues and rush to make political pronouncements. This practice pushes me away from Europe. It pushes me away.”35

The one Westerner he didn’t alienate was Paul Manafort, who continued working behind the scenes for President Yanukovych. Manafort had “walk-in” privileges that allowed him to enter the president’s office unannounced. Yanukovych placed such faith in his American advisor that his staff started using Manafort to deliver messages they really wanted the president to hear. “Paul has a whole separate shadow government structure,” Rick Gates, his right-hand man, told a group of Washington lobbyists. “In every ministry, he has a guy.”36

Manafort arranged political cover in the United States for President Yanukovych. He hired two firms in Washington—Mercury Public Affairs and the Podesta Group—to lobby members of Congress on behalf of Ukraine and President Yanukovych’s interests, paying both firms $1.1 million each.37 When Tymoshenko was put on trial, Manafort directed his Washington lobbyists to assure Congress that it was all perfectly legal and appropriate. Manafort secretly paid $4 million to the prominent New York law firm of Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom for a supposedly independent report on Tymoshenko’s trial.38 The report found no political motivation in Tymoshenko’s prosecution. Skadden Arps’ work was led by Gregory B. Craig, a former White House counsel under President Obama. Later, a Skadden Arps attorney named Alex van der Zwaan would plead guilty to lying to prosecutors about a conversation he had with Rick Gates over the Tymoshenko report. He also admitted to deleting records of email exchanges sought by prosecutors.

Manafort was making good money with Yanukovych, very good money. The only problem was that it was dirty. It was hard to miss how deep Yanukovych’s corruption and cronyism went. Much of the funding allocated for Ukraine’s economic development went to Donbas, Yanukovych’s home region, and a majority of key governmental and economic posts were given to friends of his from that region, many of whom were clearly unqualified for their positions. That was icing on the cake compared to the staggering $70 billion taken from the Ukrainian treasury and secreted away in foreign accounts, including those of Yanukovych’s son Oleksandr, who during his father’s presidency became one of the wealthiest people in the country. The cherry on top was the presidential palace Yanukovych had built—a giant monument to corruption, complete with a private zoo and a faux galleon moored on a private lake.

Manafort had been stashing away his paychecks from Ukraine in banks registered to shell companies in Cyprus, the tiny European nation that has long served as an offshore financial center for Russian oligarchs. Manafort used his Cyprus accounts to pay for $5.4 million worth of home improvements at his house in the Hamptons, an exclusive community at the tip of New York’s Long Island. Another $1.3 million from Cyprus went to a “home automation, lighting and home entertainment company” in Florida, where Manafort had another home. Money from Cyprus also bought a $3 million brownstone in Brooklyn, a $2.85 million condo in SoHo that he rented on Airbnb, and a property in Arlington, Virginia. Special Counsel Robert Mueller would later follow this money trail to return an indictment charging Manafort in a conspiracy to launder money and evade taxes.39

The beginning of the end of Manafort’s sojourn in Ukraine came in the winter of 2013, when Yanukovych broke with his American advisor and rejected a major trade deal with the European Union, opting instead for closer ties with Russia. For the second time in his career, a major protest broke out, this time in Kiev’s Euromaidan Square. Protestors amassed to demand his impeachment for plundering the country’s wealth and turning Ukraine into a police state. Tension mounted as the demonstrations, which began peacefully, went on for months. Violence broke out on February 18, 2014, in clashes between protesters and police that lasted several days. At least 82 people were killed over the next few days, including 13 policemen; more than 1,100 people were injured. In the pandemonium, President Yanukovych boarded a helicopter and, with help from Vladimir Putin, fled to Russia where he remained.

Now effectively unemployed, Manafort and Gates shuttered their Ukraine operation. Manafort faded from the scene as he dealt with his mounting personal problems back home, but his wealth and his Ukrainian connections became something of an inside joke back in Washington. Roger Stone, Manafort’s old friend and business partner, sent out an email in 2014 to a group of friends asking “Where is Paul Manafort?” The choices were:


■ “Was seen chauffeuring Yanukovych around Moscow.”

■ “Was seen loading gold bullion on an Army transport plane from a remote airstrip outside Kiev and taking off seconds before a mob arrived at the site.”

■ “Is playing golf in Palm Beach.”40







10.

THE DOSSIER

TUCKED AWAY IN THE VISITOR’S CENTER for the U.S. House of Representatives is a specially constructed, classified space known in military acronymic jargon as a SCIF, a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility. To enter a SCIF, one must leave all electronic devices outside of the room and submit to a search before going in. On a crisp fall afternoon in 2017, a private researcher named Glenn Simpson was screened to enter this secure space for a closed-door session with the House Intelligence Committee. The 53-year-old ex-reporter, his Van Dyke beard gray with age, took his seat before the panel, raised his right hand, and swore an oath to tell the truth. After some preliminary introductions, Representative Trey Gowdy, a lanky former federal prosecutor from South Carolina, asked Simpson about the nature of his business. “It’s a commercial research firm,” Simpson said, “sometimes also does strategy, public affairs. The primary line of work we’re in is research. Generally, it specializes in public records research, other sorts of journalistic style information gathering.”1

The events Simpson had been called to Congress to explain, however, weren’t found in any public documents buried in some musty archive. He had commissioned a former British spy to produce what turned out to be an explosive dossier of intelligence on Donald Trump. The dossier, paid for by the Democratic National Committee (DNC), had caused shock waves that were still reverberating in Washington nearly a year after its publication. This kind of work, which Washington euphemistically called political opposition research, was not what Simpson’s company, Fusion GPS, usually did. Most of the firm’s work was related to fraud, corruption, policy disputes, and high-dollar litigation, he said, and typical clients were banks, corporations, and big law firms. But every few years, Fusion GPS was called on to do opposition research, and this time, Simpson had uncovered what was by far the biggest story of his career, in or out of journalism. It was a story that had the potential to rival or surpass Watergate: the president of the United States had engaged in compromising sexual behavior in Russia and authorities there had been cultivating him for years and had enough material on him to blackmail him. The question was whether it was true, and the jury was still out on that, but if it was, then it was the biggest story of his generation.

Simpson had given up a career as an investigative reporter at The Wall Street Journal to do private investigations. The investigative reporting in which he specialized was becoming too costly even for a successful newspaper like the Journal, even more so since its acquisition by Rupert Murdoch. A self-described “document hound,” Simpson would show up at a lawyer’s office with a giant pile of papers and ask to go over them. He produced high-profile and, yes, expensive stories on terrorism financing, tax evasion, political corruption, and Russian organized crime. His subjects were powerful and wealthy people with the resources to defend themselves. He had been sued more than once for libel. In the end, he had been vindicated, he noted with some pride. “I’m 4-and-0,” he said.

Over at the Journal, a Saudi businessman named in a story as a suspected terrorism financier sued Simpson for libel in London. The case offered a revealing look at the inside-the-Beltway world of what Simpson called the “elaborate rituals” that had developed in Washington between sources and journalists. These correspondences were conducted with such complexity that a London jury was confused about whether Simpson’s source at the Treasury Department had actually confirmed the Saudi’s links to terror finance. Simpson explained that sensitive sources within federal departments confirmed facts for journalism in a paradoxical way—by not denying them. This practice skirted secrecy laws and, more importantly, allowed a source to insist that they had said nothing. This was true only in a superficial sense, but in the through-the-looking-glass world of Washington journalism, saying nothing really meant saying something. “We are all gravely serious about what we do,” Simpson told the jury.2

However Glenn Simpson defined his specialty, he not only had the résumé of a veteran reporter, but also the firsthand experience of being reported. As a young teen growing up in suburban Philadelphia in the early 1980s, Simpson fell into a hard-partying crowd, swigging alcohol as early as ninth grade, especially a concoction he called “jungle juice” made from spirits he’d swiped from his parents’ liquor cabinet. During his senior year, Simpson threw a party at his house that ended abruptly when an 18-year-old friend was killed after staggering outside and into the path of an oncoming vehicle. Authorities had taken the unusual step of arresting Simpson’s mother on charges of corrupting minors and conspiracy to aid underage drinking. While the most serious charges were later dropped, the humiliating and tragic episode had ended up on the front page of The Philadelphia Inquirer.3

Simpson got serious about journalism at George Washington University. He was hired as a reporter for Roll Call, Capitol Hill’s foremost newspaper. Early on in his career there, Simpson was tasked with covering the trial of the “Keating Five,” a quintet of senators—including John McCain and John Glenn—accused of improperly intervening on behalf of Charles Keating, chairman of a savings and loan who was convicted of fraud. Simpson also co-authored a 1996 book on politics called Dirty Little Secrets that took note of the growing field of opposition research and delivered a prescient warning: “While the use of opposition research to launch unfair, scurrilous, or irrelevant allegations is deplorable, snooping gets a lot more hair-raising the deeper the digging goes.”4

Simpson’s work caught the attention of the editors at The Wall Street Journal, who invited him to join the newspaper’s Washington bureau as a staff reporter, a post he would fill for the next 15 years. While covering Capitol Hill, Simpson became intrigued by the Russian Mafiya and in 2007, he co-published with his wife and Journal colleague, Mary Jacoby, an investigative report on the Russian Mafiya’s influence on global trade and Washington lobbyists. Seeking ways to make his career more lucrative, Simpson and another writer, Sue Schmidt, left the aegis of the Journal in 2009 to form SNS Global LLC, an entrepreneurial firm that specialized in a “hybrid” model of investigative reporting for private clients, who could use that material to silence corporate critics, win a lawsuit, or even win an election. “Journalism for rent,” he called it.5

The transition from journalism to private investigations has tempted many reporters who fail to realize that they are completely different worlds. Through California Strategies, an influential public affairs firm in Sacramento, SNS Global received a commission to help bring an exiled prince back to his throne. Sheikh Khalid al Qasimi was an Emirati royal living in exile. He was the eldest son of the emir of Ras al Khaimah, the seventh and final emirate to join the United Arab Emirates. The monarch had dismissed Sheikh Khalid over his opposition to the Gulf War and elevated his younger half-brother to crown prince. Sheikh Khalid had spent a half-dozen years and millions of dollars hiring lobbyists to wage an international campaign against his half-brother, accusing him of sympathizing with Iranian extremists and using Ras al Khaimah as a convenient crack in the sanctions wall against Iran. SNS Global was paid £40,000, or roughly $65,000, for its work, but the firm dissolved only a year after launch.

In 2010, Simpson partnered with a former Journal colleague named Peter Fritsch to form another private-investigation firm, Fusion GPS. Unlike SNS Global, Fusion GPS was able to successfully build a confidential and diverse client list that would include Planned Parenthood, Herbalife, investors in an Antigua resort, and a construction company in Venezuela called Derwick Associates. Clients often hired Fusion GPS through an intermediary, usually a large law firm with an international practice such as BakerHostetler. A typical client fee was $50,000 for a month’s work, which put Fusion GPS at the high end of the opposition research spectrum, although it was on par with private intelligence firms like Kroll, IGI, and K2, staffed with ex-CIA and FBI agents. Fusion GPS remained a smaller, boutique operation, headquartered in Washington’s Dupont Circle neighborhood. Its employees worked out of a small office above a Starbucks. Cluttered with computers and cables, it carried the air of a covert operation. Calling Simpson or Fritsch got you an anonymous message that made no mention of the company or its business. Fusion GPS maintained a staff of a dozen or so ex-journalists and specialists like Nellie Ohr, an expert on Russian current affairs and the wife of a senior Justice Department official. Banking records obtained by the House Intelligence Committee also revealed a network of active journalists that Fusion GPS had hired around the country, reporters much like myself. In fact, in 2012, Simpson had reached out to me via email to see if I might be interested in working with them: “Seth—I’m a former investigative reporter for the WSJ. I now run a research firm in DC. We do financial/legal research and I was wondering if you do any freelance research for firms such as mine.” I told him I remembered his work from the Journal and that I was indeed interested in his offer. I suggested we speak by phone, but he didn’t respond. I never heard back from him or anyone else at Fusion GPS again.

While Simpson called his line of work “hybrid journalism,” some of the targets of his investigations accused Fusion GPS of plain old mudslinging—trolling through divorce records of the national finance co-chairman of Mitt Romney’s presidential campaign, or snooping through the domestic disputes of a former Beverly Hills mayor.6 This was the journalistic equivalent of peeking into someone’s medicine cabinet or their underwear drawer in order to win an election campaign.

In the fall of 2015, the Washington Free Beacon, a privately owned, for-profit conservative news website hired Fusion GPS to research Donald Trump, then a few months into his presidential campaign. The Washington Free Beacon was funded in large part by hedge-fund billionaire Paul Singer, a “Never Trump” Republican and the second-wealthiest donor to Senator Marco Rubio’s run. When the Free Beacon seemed to realize that Trump might have a better chance at victory than most people were affording him at the time, Singer hired Fusion GPS to find information that could run Trump right off the campaign trail.

Simpson took on the commission, codenaming it “Bangor,” and he began by diving into the bountiful information other journalists had published on Trump.7 One piece in particular caught his eye, The New York Times profile of Felix Sater that cost Sater his job and seemingly his close relationship to Trump. The deeper Simpson’s investigations of Sater went, the more troubling Sater’s association with Trump became. (Simpson believed that Sater was connected to the Brainy Don, Semion Mogilevich.) Tevfik Arif, Sater’s boss at Bayrock, seemed to have a source of funds in the former Soviet Union that was murky at first until it became evident that Arif was a major figure in central-Asian organized crime. But Simpson noticed that despite Trump’s repeated efforts to downplay his connection to Sater, there were pictures of the two together. Sater continued to work for the Trump Organization long after Trump had learned about Sater’s criminal past. Simpson couldn’t figure out if Trump had stopped caring or if the continued relationship hinted at something more sinister. “I concluded that he was okay with that,” Simpson said, referring to Trump’s public relationship with Sater, “and that was a troubling thing.”8

Another clue that jumped out at Simpson was the number of former Soviet criminals who had purchased or used Trump’s real estate properties. He uncovered the dealings of David Bogatin, Vyacheslav Ivankov, Vadim Trincher, Dmitry Rybolovlev, and Alimzhan Tokhtakhounov. The list went on as did the Trump-Russia spider chart. Then there were transactions in Trump properties in Toronto and Panama that smacked of fraud. Both of the Trump buildings had wound up in bankruptcy, but not before someone affiliated with Russian crime had gotten to them first.

Fusion GPS even examined Trump’s golf courses in Ireland and Scotland, which were run by Trump’s son Eric. Unlike Trump’s U.S. golf courses, the Scottish and Irish courses were required to make public disclosures. What they showed were that the courses were money pits. Trump’s golf club in Scotland was losing nearly £2 million a year, yet hundreds of millions of dollars appeared to be flowing into the UK courses. The trouble was, no one knew whose money that was. The golf writer James Dodson said that he, too, wondered about who was funding Trump’s golf courses, especially in 2008 when no bank would touch a golf course in the wake of the financial crisis. During a visit to Trump National Golf Club Charlotte, Dodson asked Eric Trump about it. “He said, ‘Well, we don’t rely on American banks. We have all the funding we need out of Russia.’ I said, ‘Really?’ And he said, ‘Oh, yeah. We’ve got some guys that really, really love golf, and they’re really invested in our programs. We just go there all the time.’”9

A pattern soon emerged that suggested Trump was deeply tied to Russian money and the Russian Mafiya. Early in Trump’s career, he had connections to La Cosa Nostra, but during the 1990s he became increasingly associated with Russian Mafiya figures. “As we’ve got deeper and deeper into understanding, you know, Donald Trump’s business career and his history, it gradually reached a point where it seemed like most of the people around Trump had a connection to Russian organized crime or Russia in one way or another,” Simpson told committee members. Christopher Steele, the former British spy who produced the dossier Simpson had been called before the House to testify about, echoed that line when he told friends, “it was as if all criminal roads led to Trump Tower.”10

If Trump had never done business with Russia, as he claimed, it seemed bizarre for him to pay regular visits to Moscow that often ended in public failures. After several months of research, Simpson’s investigative project had evolved into a sprawling examination of Trump’s relationships with Russian organized crime, a matter that could compromise national security were he to be elected. Though Simpson had uncovered no smoking gun, there were just too many unanswered questions about Trump and Russia for the matter to be left alone. But Simpson had run out of public documents to go through; to continue with the investigation he would need someone who was not only an expert in Russia, but who also had the right kind of deep, inside sources. Simpson knew “the perfect person” for the job.



—

CHRISTOPHER DAVID STEELE HAD THE kind of personality you might expect from a veteran British intelligence officer. He was someone who did things by the book, who was scrupulous in his acquisition of information, and who was professionally admired and trusted by his colleagues. Upon his graduation from Cambridge University in 1986, Steele had been recruited by MI6, who put him in their intensive Russian-language program before sending him into the Soviet Union in 1990. Steele was assigned to the British Embassy in Moscow, where he worked under a diplomatic cover and witnessed firsthand the calamitous fall of the USSR and the rebirth of Russia as an independent democratic republic. In 1993, Steele was reassigned to Paris, where he continued to monitor Russian figures of interest, though this assignment would end abruptly when a list of British intelligence agents appeared anonymously online. His cover blown, Steele could no longer work undercover and was sent to MI6’s headquarters, where he was made head of the Russia desk.

Steele left the service and entered the private sector in 2009, the same year Simpson departed the Journal. Like Simpson, Steele also founded an investigative firm with a former colleague called Orbis Business Intelligence. Orbis made its reputation early on by delivering to the FBI incriminating evidence against Chuck Blazer, the Russian-connected American soccer official who took enough bribes to be able to afford a Trump Tower apartment to house his cats. After that, Orbis quickly grew a clientele that included multinational firms and business titans, including a few Russian oligarchs. Steele worked for a law firm representing Oleg Deripaska, the Russian aluminum tycoon who was once Manafort’s wealthy patron. If Fusion GPS was journalism for rent, then Steele’s Orbis was intelligence to charter. And with the Russian Mafiya now a pressing preoccupation for Simpson, it seemed inevitable that he would end up meeting the man described by Sir Richard Dearlove, the former head of MI6, as the reputable and respectable “go-to person on Russia in the commercial sector.”11

While professionally collegial, Steele and Simpson made for an odd couple. The former intelligence officer was much more reserved than the former muckraking journalist, which was a personality trait exacerbated by a personal tragedy. In 2009, the same year he left MI6, Steele’s wife, Laura, died after a long illness, leaving the ex-spy a single parent of three until his remarriage six years later. Steele and Simpson were introduced by a mutual friend that same year. Simpson described Steele as a “Boy Scout,” albeit one in bespoke suits. The two hit it off. When Simpson was in London, they would meet and talk shop about Russian oligarchs and corruption, and over the next seven years, Fusion GPS would hire Orbis for specialized work. There were many people in Simpson’s business who delivered baloney; Steele was a professional who delivered the goods. And Simpson knew that this 51-year-old ex-spy was the only person qualified to help Fusion GPS understand what had really happened on Trump’s visits to Russia.

There was only one holdup. By this time in March 2016, Senator Rubio had been eliminated in the Republican primaries and Paul Singer’s monthly payments to Fusion GPS came to an end. Simpson’s investigation would have run out of fuel had a new client not arrived to pick up the tab. In looking for funding, Simpson had reached out to Marc Elias, the Clinton campaign’s general counsel, who was a partner at Perkins Coie, a Seattle-based law firm. Simpson persuaded Elias to hire Fusion GPS to “perform a variety of research services” before the election, including continuing the investigation of Donald Trump.12 Bank records subpoenaed by the House Intelligence Committee show Perkins Coie paid Fusion GPS more than a million dollars in 2016. It was undoubtedly a huge payday for Fusion GPS, though as a veteran political opposition researcher told me, “Whenever you’re offered a lot of money, better save some for legal fees.”

Opposition research is very much a partisan game, and working for both Republicans and Democrats in the same election cycle was not usually how the business model worked. Democrats typically hired firms that only worked for Democrats, and vice versa. In fact, the DNC and the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee kept a list of approved opposition researchers that a campaign needed to use if it wanted the party’s money. Fusion GPS, however, swung both ways—Republican and Democrat—because they could offer an international reach that few competitors could match. Clients of Fusion GPS were sold a promise that they would have access to international intelligence networks, something considered out of the league of run-of-the-mill political operatives.

But if working across party lines was taboo, continuing the research that a Republican had initiated for a Democratic firm was unheard of. Opposition research firms working on a presidential campaign usually signed contracts filled with dense language about confidentiality and copyrights. Singer said he was not made aware of Fusion GPS’s relationship to Perkins Coie, the DNC, or the Clinton campaign. Since Elias was only orally providing information secondhand from what he had received from Fusion GPS, Hillary Clinton could not be liable for breaching copyright laws. Nor did Singer ever attempt to sue the DNC. But even this conundrum paled when compared to the bombshell that would land in the lap of Congress.

In the spring of 2016, Simpson offered Steele a commission to work on the Trump investigation. Take 20 or 30 days, Simpson told him, and see if you can figure out what Trump’s been up to in Russia. Steele turned to his network of “collectors”—sources who gathered material from others, often without their realizing it.13 Simpson declined to go into detail on Steele’s sources, but he indicated that these sources were often selected from a vast diaspora of Russian émigrés who not only had noteworthy ties to people back in Moscow, but maintained them on a frequent basis as well.

Steele’s first report, dated June 20, 2016, arrived at Fusion GPS’s offices via commercial courier. Calling it explosive is an understatement. Steele had been too nervous to send it electronically; he told friends he felt like he was “sitting on a nuclear weapon.”14 What emerged were reports of Trump’s sordid behavior at the 2013 Miss Universe pageant, in particular the golden-showers show performed by prostitutes at the Ritz in Moscow. It was common knowledge among intelligence professionals like Steele that Moscow hotel rooms had hidden cameras to collect its kompromat, and if Steele’s sources were correct, there was no doubt that the Russians were in possession of material that could impact Trump’s behavior toward them. According to Simpson, it wasn’t all that hard to gather this information. At the time Steele submitted his first report, no one was really concerned about whether Trump did or did not have a relationship with the Kremlin. “When Chris started asking around in Moscow about this the information was just sitting there,” Simpson said. Not only were the allegations of Trump’s behavior in Russia not much of a secret but as Simpson later said, “People were talking about it freely.” It was only later, after Russia became a big story in the presidential campaign, that people clammed up. “We threw a line in the water and Moby Dick came back,” Simpson said.

What people failed to realize when the dossier was made public was that sordid allegations like the one in Steele’s report are a dirty secret of the world of private investigations. Several people familiar with this world told me that reports by companies like Kroll, K2, Mintz Group, IGI, and others were often littered with tawdry allegations. “Yes, sex stuff comes up a lot and it’s often nonsense,” a DC attorney who often hires private investigators told me. One veteran opposition researcher told me he has seen the same thing so often that he has detected a pattern: when the subject of the investigation was connected to Latin America, drugs were involved; when the connection was Russia or Eastern Europe, it was usually sex. “Every single one of their reports has something like that,” the opposition researcher said. “That’s what they pitch the client to keep them on the hook. They then spend months trying to confirm it.” After all, the investigators working for these firms were often, like Christopher Steele, ex-CIA and MI6 spies, people in the deception business. How much of their reports reflected what the client wanted to hear? What was real and what was total bullshit? Steele himself told friends that his work on the Trump dossier was 70- to 90-percent accurate.15

A later Steele report detailed the existence of a “well-developed conspiracy” between Russian leadership and the Trump campaign. In return for hacking the DNC, the Trump campaign had agreed to sideline Russian intervention in Ukraine in the campaign. At a Republican National Committee meeting in Cleveland a week before the GOP convention, Trump campaign staffers had lobbied to exclude language from a party platform that called for the United States to provide “lethal defensive weapons” for Ukraine to defend itself against Russian invasion.

Later, Steele learned that another researcher working independently had developed similar information. Cody Shearer, a freelance journalist who was friendly with Bill and Hillary Clinton, claimed that a source inside the Russian intelligence service, the FSB, had evidence of Trump engaging in compromising personal behavior and had financial ties to influential Russians. Shearer had given the report to a friend of the Clintons, Sidney Blumenthal, who passed it to Jonathan Winer, a State Department employee, who then gave it to Steele. The Shearer report was described in Steele’s October 19, 2016, report to Fusion GPS—neither of which at the time of this writing, have yet been made public. Steele included it because it was independent corroboration, but, to some members of Congress, it was a sign that Steele’s motives were not so pure. In a memo to the Department of Justice, Republican senators Chuck Grassley and Lindsey Graham wrote: “It is troubling enough that the Clinton Campaign funded Mr. Steele’s work, but that these Clinton associates were contemporaneously feeding Mr. Steele allegations raises additional questions about his credibility.”

Meanwhile, Steele continued to file reports to Fusion GPS, each one deepening the picture of collusion between the Trump campaign and Russia, while detailing the triad between the Kremlin, the oligarchy, and the Russian Mob. The memos described power struggles among major players who were running the covert effort behind the hacked emails from the DNC and the Clinton campaign. The emails, hacked by Russian intelligence and posted by WikiLeaks, were the subject of constant attention in the press. One of Steele’s sources alleged that the entire hacking operation “had been conducted with the full knowledge and support of TRUMP and senior members of the campaign team.”16

Steele immediately realized that the FBI needed to know what he had uncovered. In assembling what would become the now-infamous “Steele Dossier,” the former intelligence officer would submit every memo that he had sent Simpson prior to the election, 17 in all, to the FBI. At great risk to his reputation, he had decided to include everything, even the more scurrilous reports of the golden shower. Whatever the dossier looked like to civilians, to an intelligence officer like John Sipher, a retired Central Intelligence agent who once headed the agency’s Russia desk, it looked very familiar. In a report published by Just Security, a national law, rights, and security forum, Sipher found several of Steele’s allegations to be “stunningly accurate.” Steele was reporting that Russia stole information from Hillary Clinton and was considering how to weaponize it before it became public knowledge. “One large portion of the dossier is crystal-clear, certain, consistent and corroborated,” Sipher wrote. “Russia’s goal all along has been to do damage to America and our leadership role in the world.”17



—

AS STEELE PREPARED HIS FIRST bombshell dossier, the Trump campaign was meeting in Trump Tower with the lawyer Natalia Veselnitskaya, the woman described to Don Jr. as a “Russian government lawyer” who promised “dirt” on the Clinton campaign. Simpson knew Veselnitskaya. He worked for her, and when her name appeared in the papers in connection with the Trump Tower meeting it did not bode well for him and Fusion GPS.

Two years before Fusion GPS began investigating Trump, Simpson had been hired to help defend Prevezon Holdings, a Russian-owned Cyprus-based company that held a large portfolio of U.S. real estate assets. U.S. Attorney Preet Bharara in Manhattan had filed a civil forfeiture complaint that accused Prevezon of laundering $14 million stolen from the Russian Treasury into Prevezon’s Manhattan properties. Prevezon’s sole shareholder was Denis Katsyv, a wealthy and politically connected Russian oligarch whose father was a former minister of transport in the Moscow region. Veselnitskaya was in-house counsel for the Katsyv family, and the case put Fusion GPS in the impossible position of simultaneously working in support of and against the Kremlin’s interests in the United States.

As he got to work on the Prevezon case, Simpson said his first order of business was to investigate where the claims against Prevezon had originated. And the answer to that question led Fusion GPS to the investor Bill Browder. Browder was the driving force behind the Magnitsky Act, the 2012 measure that was designed to punish Russian officials responsible for the death of his lawyer Sergei Magnitsky, who was beaten with rubber batons and left to die in a Moscow prison after exposing a fraudulent $230 million tax-refund scam. According to the U.S. Justice Department, some of the money stolen in the tax scam Magnitsky had uncovered was being laundered by Prevezon in Manhattan. Though the Magnitsky Act initially only barred 18 Russian individuals accused of human rights abuses from entering and banking on U.S. soil, it sent a loud and clear message to the Kremlin. Russia’s kleptocrats, some of whom were high-ranking Kremlin officials, including the president himself, could no longer use the West to store their looted assets. It was the first time the corrupt individuals at the top of Russian society had even been slapped on the hand, so to speak, for stealing money from their own country.

Getting rid of this meddlesome law was a key objective of Yuri Chaika, the general prosecutor of the Russian Federation. Chaika had repeatedly prosecuted Browder in absentia and now, it appeared, he had tasked the Katsyv family with the job of undermining the Magnitsky Act in the United States. Katsyv directed Veselnitskaya to register a nonprofit company in Delaware in February 2016 to lobby for the repeal of the American law. The Human Rights Accountability Global Initiative was run by Veselnitskaya, who set up offices in the same Dupont Circle neighborhood as Fusion GPS and hired Rinat Akhmetshin, the former Soviet military counterintelligence officer turned Russian-American lobbyist, to advocate on its behalf.

It was Veselnitskaya who had indirectly hired Fusion GPS to investigate Browder, and who made sure its bills, which totaled more than a half-million dollars, were paid. And it was the material that Fusion GPS had dug up and put into a four-page memo—a memo that claimed Browder himself was in partnership with the Ziff brothers, who supposedly used ill-gotten funds to make donations to the Clinton Foundation—that Veselnitskaya had brought with her to the Trump Tower meeting.

Simpson said he was stunned when news of the Trump Tower meeting broke. He felt used by Veselnitskaya, and yet he had no idea just how deep the rabbit hole went. In another sign of how hopelessly intertwined these matters were, Simpson and Veselnitskaya had attended a court hearing on the Prevezon case that occurred the same day as the Trump Tower meeting. Veselnitskaya and Simpson even saw each other at client dinners the day before and the day after the Trump Tower meeting. It was as if Veselnitskaya had come to embody the endless levels of Russian intrigue, where no one was who they appeared to be.

Simpson used his considerable talents on an investigation that penetrated the deep secrets of the Putin regime and uncovered a potential crime that impacted national security. At the same time, Fusion GPS had been paid by a wealthy and politically connected Russian who was running an influence campaign aligned with the Kremlin’s interests. (Bill Browder believed the campaign was being funded and directed by the Russian government.) Simpson said his firm took pains, much as a law firm would, to insulate clients from each other, but this was a clear conflict of interests that no ethical lawyer could stomach. “I certainly am not happy to do anything that anyone would think was helping Vladimir Putin,” he said. “And to the extent that this has subjected me to an unfair accusation that I was engaged in some kind of Kremlin operation, I find that very regrettable.”18

This mess of conflicts has provided fertile ground for the Trump administration’s defense of accusations of Russian collusion. As White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders noted, “The Democrat-linked firm, Fusion GPS, actually took money from the Russian government while it created the phony dossier that’s been the basis for all of the Russia scandal fake news.” President Trump echoed that line. In an interview with The New York Times, the president stated:


Well, I thought originally it might have had to do something with the payment by Russia of the D.N.C. Somewhere I heard that. Like, it was an illegal act done by the D.N.C., or the Democrats. That’s what I had heard. Now, I don’t know where I heard it, but I had heard that it had to do something with illegal acts with respect to the D.N.C. Now, you know, when you look at the kind of stuff that came out, that was, that was some pretty horrific things came out of that. But that’s what I had heard. But I don’t know what it means. All I know is this: When somebody calls up and they say, “We have infor—” Look what they did to me with Russia, and it was totally phony stuff.19



“There has been no collusion between us and the Russians,” the president told reporters at Camp David. “Now there has been collusion between Hillary Clinton, the DNC, and the Russians. Unfortunately, you people don’t cover that very much. But the only collusion is between Hillary and the Russians, and the DNC and the Russians.”20



—

IT TAKES A LOT TO shock an ex-spy, but for Steele, his findings shook him to his very core. If what his sources were telling him was true, Trump himself was a threat to national security, and the Russian meddling was a crime of the highest order. Steele knew that what he had gathered went beyond politics, beyond his contract with Fusion GPS. This would be a test of his character, and it could have a lasting impact on his career and life. Yet Britain was America’s closest ally, and Steele believed he had a duty to report it. Steele and his partner in Orbis, Christopher Burrows, had made a pact when they left MI6: “We both agreed it was a duty to alert U.K. and allied authorities if we came across anything with national-security dimensions. It comes from a very long government service. We still have that ethos of wanting to do the right thing by our authorities,” Burrows told Jane Mayer of the New Yorker.21

Speaking with Simpson over an encrypted line, Steele told him he felt professionally obligated to pass his findings along to the FBI. Simpson wasn’t sure about this. This was an area way out of his expertise. He had a duty of confidentiality to his clients and this might compromise it. Simpson said he needed to think about it. He wasn’t convinced, at that point, that any crime had been committed. Steele pressed the issue again in another call in early July. How would you even report something like this to the FBI? Simpson had asked. “Don’t worry about that,” Steele told him. He had the perfect person in mind, a contact he knew at the FBI and who knew him. “I’ll take care of it,” Steele told him. Finally Simpson relented and told him to go ahead with his decision.

Steele had worked with the FBI before on the FIFA case, and his contact in the bureau, Michael Gaeta, was in Rome. At the time Steele was preparing to notify the FBI of his findings, Gaeta was in Rome working as a legal attaché to the U.S. embassy. Steele reached out and anxiously informed Gaeta that he had “some material” to show him, but that he had to come to London to see it. Gaeta sought and received clearance to do so. On July 5, 2016, Gaeta met with Steele in Orbis’s London offices, a five-story building in Westminster, a posh neighborhood not far from Buckingham Palace. Gaeta had one damning conclusion to Steele’s dossier: “I have to report this to headquarters.”22

That initial meeting led to a request to have a formal meeting with three more agents that September who flew to Rome for a full debriefing of Steele. The ex-spy informed Simpson that a full debriefing meant that he would be required to divulge everything: the identity of his sources, how he had obtained his information, and the identity of his client. Once again, Simpson gave him his OK.

The September meeting lasted hours. Steele went over everything he had, including the report by Cody Shearer on Trump’s compromising and perverse behavior during the Miss Universe pageant. During their discussions, Steele took detailed notes as the FBI told him that his information appeared to corroborate information the bureau had independently gathered from a source close to Trump. He reported this back to Simpson. “Essentially what he told me was they had other intelligence about this matter from an internal Trump campaign source,” Simpson testified. “My understanding was they believed Chris at this point—they believed Chris’s information might be credible because they had other intelligence that indicated the same thing.”23

The other intelligence involved a young member of Trump’s foreign policy advisory board named George Papadopoulos. A 2009 graduate of DePaul University, Papadopoulos’s career consisted of little more than an internship at the Hudson Institute, a Washington-based conservative think tank. He was later brought on board Ben Carson’s presidential campaign as a foreign policy advisor. He headed to London after Carson dropped out, where he had the fancy title of director of the centre for international energy and natural resources law and security for the London-based Centre of International Law Practice. Trump’s campaign co-chair Sam Clovis had evidently hired Papadopoulos without conducting much of a background check, as it later came to light that the résumé of Trump’s new foreign policy advisor had been inflated. The only traceable work Papadopoulos seemed to have done on energy or foreign policy was a few op-eds written in Israeli newspapers.

During his very short tenure at the Centre for International Law Practice, Papadopoulos had come into contact with Joseph Mifsud, a Maltese professor tied to the institution who took great interest in Papadopoulos’s new position with the Trump campaign. During a breakfast meeting at a London hotel on April 26, Professor Mifsud told Papadopoulos that he had just returned from a trip to Moscow where he had met with high-level Russian government officials who passed along some information on Hillary Clinton. “[The Russians] have dirt on her,” Mifsud told Papadopoulos, as Papadopoulos later recounted to the FBI. “The Russians had emails of Clinton…they have thousands of emails.”24

Mifsud was apparently a regular attendee of the Valdai Discussion Club, a think tank conference held annually in Sochi, Russia, where Vladimir Putin was known to be a regular. Mifsud reportedly introduced Papadopoulos to some of his notable friends, including a Russian connected to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a woman Papadopoulos later described in a campaign email as “Putin’s niece.” Papadopoulos repeatedly sought to use the woman’s connections to arrange a meeting between the Trump campaign and Russian officials, even emailing Paul Manafort, Trump’s campaign manager. Manafort forwarded Papadopoulos’s email to his deputy Rick Gates (without including Papadopoulos). “We need someone to communicate that DT [Trump] is not doing these trips,” Manafort wrote, before adding that someone should take the Russians up on the offer. “It should be someone low-level in the campaign so as not to send any signal.”

Though he never succeeded in making this connection, Papadopoulos’s new position as a foreign policy advisor for the Trump campaign had the benefit of allowing him to throw a few back with some high-level plenipotentiaries. Over many evening drinks with an Australian diplomat named Alexander Downer at a London pub in May 2016, Papadopoulos drunkenly bragged that Russia had “dirt” on Hillary Clinton. Downer reported it to his superiors, but it wasn’t until the Clinton campaign’s emails began appearing online that the Australians passed that information along to their American counterparts.

Papadopoulos was one of the first people targeted in Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s collusion investigation. In an interview with the FBI just after Trump’s inauguration, Papadopoulos claimed that the mysterious Professor Mifsud was “a nothing.” A follow-up interview with the FBI caused Papadopoulos to delete his Facebook account, which contained postings about Professor Mifsud, and switch cell phone numbers. When Papadopoulos returned to the country on July 27, 2017, he was arrested at Washington Dulles Airport and in exchange for leniency gave a guilty plea and became a cooperating witness to the investigation. He holds the honor of being the first person to be formally charged by Mueller of lying to the FBI about his contacts with Russian officials. Meanwhile, Professor Mifsud apparently vanished without a trace.



—

BY OCTOBER 2016, TRUMP WAS using his rallies to inflict increasingly barbarous slander against his rival: “Hillary Clinton is the most corrupt politician ever to seek the office of the presidency,” he declared before a North Carolina crowd before leading them into the by-then familiar chants of “Lock her up.” That same day in Washington, however, the FBI took a monumental step in its investigation of the Trump campaign. The FBI and Justice Department sought and received permission from a secret court to investigate a member of the Trump campaign. The U.S. Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court, otherwise known as FISA, tasked with reviewing applications to surveil suspected terrorists and spies, granted a request to eavesdrop on another little-known former member of Trump’s foreign policy team.

Few had ever heard of Carter Page when Trump uttered his name seven months earlier as part of the same foreign policy advisory board as Papadopoulos. (“An excellent guy,” Trump had said of Papadopoulos.) To most observers, nobodies like Papadopoulos and Page were another sign of the Trump campaign’s utter cluelessness when it came to foreign affairs. But Trump’s wildly inconsistent policies, his hateful, anti-Muslim rhetoric, and his admiration for foreign dictators, not to mention his fundamental dishonesty led more than 50 conservative foreign policy experts, including former top officials in the George W. Bush administration, to sign an open letter stating their opposition to Trump. That opened the door for oddballs and neophytes like Papadopoulos and Page.

A bullet-headed New York energy consultant prone to logorrhea, Page had a résumé that included a stint as an investment banker for Merrill Lynch in Moscow, where he lived for a few years, and a doctorate from the University of London (where he accused his advisors of “anti-Russian” bias after they twice rejected his vague and verbose thesis).25 Throughout his career, he eagerly associated himself with Russia, going so far as to describe himself as an “informal advisor to the staff of the Kremlin” in a letter urging an academic press to publish his thesis.26 Although Page never met or spoke with Trump, he described his time on the campaign as one of the greatest experiences of his life. “The half year I spent on the Trump campaign meant more to me than the five years I spent in the Navy,” he said.27

Page may not have been known in foreign policy circles, but he showed up on the radar of both Russian intelligence and U.S. counterintelligence in 2013 when he was targeted for recruitment as an intelligence source by a Russian spy. Victor Podobnyy, an undercover operative with Russia’s foreign intelligence service who was under surveillance by the FBI, had approached Page at a conference in New York. FBI agents overheard Podobnyy describing an individual identified as “MALE-1”—later confirmed as Page—as an “idiot” whom he intended to feed empty promises, use, and then discard. “He flies to Moscow more often than I do,” Podobnyy said, “He got hooked on Gazprom thinking that if they have a project, he could be rise up. May he can. I don’t know, but it’s obvious that he wants to earn lots of money.” The FBI’s FISA warrant detailed suspicious behavior by Page after he joined the Trump campaign, according to a memo by House Intelligence Committee Democrats. Agents interviewed Page about his contacts with Russian intelligence in March 2016, one of several such interviews that he has had over the years with the bureau.

While the Washington establishment turned up its nose at Page and the rest of Trump’s foreign policy team, Russia was paying close attention. Page soon received an invitation to speak in July 2016 at the New Economic School in Moscow, where he gave a speech criticizing U.S. policy toward Russia, noting that Washington and the West had a “hypocritical focus on ideas such as democratization, inequality, corruption and regime change.” Katehon, an influential, conservative Russian think tank, warmly welcomed Page’s visit, publishing excerpts of his speech and describing his visit in glowing terms in a post headlined, “Trump’s Advisor in Moscow: An Alternative for the US.”28

Steele’s sources told him that something else occurred during this trip. He produced a report on July 19 titled “Russia: Secret Kremlin Meetings Attended by Trump Advisor, Carter Page.” According to Steele’s report, Page had met earlier that month with Igor Sechin, who headed the Russian oil giant Rosneft. Sechin, a longtime associate of Russian president Vladimir Putin, was the subject of U.S. sanctions following the Russian invasion of Crimea in 2014. Steele’s sources informed him that Sechin was so desperate to have sanctions lifted, he offered Page the opportunity to broker the sale of a large portfolio of Rosneft stock to investors. In his testimony before the House Intelligence Committee, Page at first insisted he had not met any Russian officials during his July visit to Moscow. According to a memo by committee Democrats, Page was “forced to admit” not to meeting Sechin, but one of his executives, a man named Andrey Baranov. Asked if he and Baranov discussed the “potential sale of a significant percentage of Rosneft,” Page gave an evasive answer. “I don’t believe so. He may have mentioned it in passing.”29 Democrats on the Intelligence Committee say still-classified evidence contradicts Page’s testimony.

The Steele Dossier and the role it played in the FBI’s investigation of the Trump campaign’s ties to Russia became the subject of a lengthy and highly contentious investigation by the House Intelligence Committee. Some of the information Steele provided to the FBI was incorporated into the classified application for a FISA court warrant on Page. The question of whether the information provided by Steele—who ultimately was being paid by the Democratic Party—tainted the entire application prompted the release of an extraordinary report by the GOP-controlled House Intelligence Committee led by its chairman, Representative Devin Nunes of California, a member of Trump’s transition team.

The “Nunes Memo,” as it came to be called, was released in February 2018 with the president’s blessing. Over the objection of Democrats, the GOP majority on the committee employed a never-before-used procedure designed for only the most extraordinary of cases to make public the existence of the previously classified FISA warrant on Carter Page. The Nunes Memo stated that Christopher Steele’s information formed “an essential part” of the application for the FISA warrant on Carter Page. In addition, the memo stated that Andrew McCabe, the former deputy director of the FBI, told the House Intelligence Committee that a FISA warrant would not have been sought without the information in the Steele Dossier (Democrats on the panel said McCabe’s statement was taken out of context). At the same time, the memo made clear that the FBI’s investigation had begun with George Papadopoulos’s drunken boasts about Russian “dirt” on Hillary Clinton, two months before Steele came forward with his dossier. In addition, FBI Assistant Director Bill Priestap said that corroboration of the Steele Dossier was in its “infancy” at the time of the initial Page FISA warrant application.

The problem with the FISA warrant application, according to the Nunes Memo, was that it did not reveal the political nature of Steele’s work, and that it failed to disclose or reference “the role of the DNC, Clinton campaign, or any party/campaign in funding Steele’s efforts.” This claim lay at the heart of the attack by the GOP on the FBI’s investigation of the Trump campaign. While it was superficially true, it was deeply misleading. As the Democratic memo written in response showed, the FISA warrant application indicated that the FBI believed Steele’s research was politically motivated and “could be used to discredit [Trump’s] campaign.” Even Nunes later appeared to acknowledge this. “A footnote saying something may be political is a far cry from letting the American people know that the Democrats and the Hillary campaign paid for dirt that the FBI then used to get a warrant on an American citizen to spy on another campaign,” Nunes said on Fox & Friends.

In a reflection of the hyper-partisan politics of Washington, the Nunes Memo was both denounced and praised before its release. The FBI went so far as to issue a statement ahead of time announcing that the bureau had “grave concerns” about the memo’s accuracy. Trump supporters pushed for the memo in the hopes it would prove that the FBI was corrupt and could destroy the credibility of Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation. Chairman Nunes moved on to phase two of his investigation, examining what role, if any, the State Department played in the Steele Dossier and the FISA warrant. Congressman Adam Schiff, ranking minority member on the House Intelligence Committee, said something else had driven what he called the extraordinarily reckless disclosure of classified information: the president’s hunger “for validation.”30 Trump proved the point when he took a premature victory lap on Twitter after the release of the Nunes Memo: “This memo totally vindicates ‘Trump’ in probe. But the Russian Witch Hunt goes on and on.”31



—

IN THE FALL OF 2016, Christopher Steele and Glenn Simpson decided to blow the whistle on what they saw as a sinister plot by Vladimir Putin to alter the outcome of an American election. FBI Director James Comey, who years before as a U.S. attorney had attempted to bring Tokhtakhounov to justice for the Winter Olympics scandal, wasn’t letting the public know about the bureau’s investigation, so Simpson began talking to reporters throughout the summer, filling them in on his findings about Trump’s connections to Russia. At the end of September, he took Steele with him to provide off-the-record briefings at the Tabard Inn in Washington for leading journalists at The New Yorker, ABC, The New York Times, and The Washington Post—where Steele talked for almost two hours.

It’s a safe bet that the Clinton campaign was in some way behind these efforts, or at the very least signed off on them. The law firm that hired Simpson and Steele for the research, Perkins Coie, was aware of the media approach, and Perkins Coie would not have authorized the contacts without consulting its client. The initial media outreach yielded a single story: a September 23 report by Yahoo News’s Michael Isikoff on Carter Page’s meetings in Moscow, which cited “a well-placed Western intelligence source.”32 That story would also find its way into the application for a FISA warrant on Page.

As time ticked by and the election approached, Steele grew increasingly frustrated. He told Bruce Ohr, an associate deputy attorney general at the Justice Department (whose wife, Nellie, worked at Fusion GPS), that he “was desperate that Donald Trump not get elected and was passionate about him not being president.” In October, Steele revisited reporters at The Washington Post, this time visibly agitated.33 Steele also met with David Corn at Mother Jones magazine, which published a story on October 31 with the headline “A Veteran Spy Has Given the FBI Information Alleging a Russian Operation to Cultivate Donald Trump.” The story stayed a safe distance away from the dossier’s most explosive allegations, and, without naming Steele, Corn reported his claims that Russian intelligence had “compromised” Trump during his visits to Moscow and could blackmail him.34 The FBI had been unaware of Steele’s media contacts, but now the secret was out. The bureau suspended and then terminated Steele as a source. After Steele’s termination, a report conducted by an independent unit in the FBI assessed the ex-spy’s reporting in the dossier as “minimally corroborated,” according to the Nunes Memo.

As for Steele, the break with the FBI was on mutual terms. Steele was deeply troubled when FBI Director James Comey announced on October 28 that he was reopening the investigation into Hillary Clinton’s emails, according to Simpson, who shared the ex-spy’s concerns. Both men knew the bureau was running a serious counterintelligence investigation into Trump’s links to Russia. Yet, Steele couldn’t believe that the FBI was going public with the Clinton email investigation while sitting on the Russia investigation. In addition, The New York Times published a story on October 31—“a real Halloween special,” Simpson called it—that reported the FBI had found no links between Trump and Russia.35 What was happening? “Chris was a little scared,” Simpson said. “He didn’t really understand what was going on with the FBI.”

No one had yet touched the dossier’s most shocking allegations. If Trump lost, as the Washington establishment expected him to, then perhaps the dossier would have faded away. But if he won, there was zero chance that the explicit language and tawdry allegations on the very first page about the president of the United States would stay confidential. Simpson, of all people, knew what a gossipy bunch journalists were.

The story of Trump cavorting with prostitutes in Russia began to circulate like a Washington version of samizdat, the underground literature that was passed hand-to-hand in the Soviet Union. Lobbyists began to hear about it in the summer. The Senate minority leader, Harry Reid, knew of it and publicly urged FBI Director James Comey to share it with the American people. Senator John McCain handed a copy to the FBI after obtaining it through a series of cloak-and-dagger meetings with Steele and his intermediaries abroad. Washington loved elitist games like this, where insider knowledge showed who the real players were.

Sometime in the winter, the dossier fell into the hands of the online media site BuzzFeed, then an upstart on the Beltway journalism scene. BuzzFeed did not play by the same rules as the old guard in the Washington media (it has also declined to reveal how it obtained the dossier). On January 10, 2017, after CNN disclosed that U.S. officials had briefed Trump on the dossier, BuzzFeed did what no other journalism organization dared to do: it printed all 17 of Steele’s memos. Noting that the memos were “unverified, and potentially unverifiable,” BuzzFeed published them nonetheless “so that Americans can make up their own minds.” This was journalism in the Internet age. The “elaborate rituals” Simpson had practiced were giving way to a radical new ethos where transparency trumped truth. It was the equivalent of tossing a hand grenade into the public sphere.

The move was greeted with disdain by Capitol Hill journalists. NBC’s Chuck Todd summed up the view of the journalism establishment when he told BuzzFeed editor Ben Smith on the air, “I’ve known you a long time, but you just published fake news. You made a knowing decision to put out an untruth.”36 Subjects of the dossier, including Carter Page and Trump attorney Michael Cohen, later sued BuzzFeed and Yahoo News for defamation. Glenn Simpson was upset as well. “I thought it was a very dangerous thing and that someone had violated my confidences,” he said. Steele and his family suddenly vanished from their London home. He reemerged weeks later, only to say that he wouldn’t be making any public comments.

Trump reacted immediately to the dossier’s publication by decrying it on his Twitter feed as “fake news—a total political witch hunt.”37 Labeling Steele “a failed spy,” the president-elect stated what would become a familiar refrain of his presidency. He had nothing to do with Russia. There was no collusion, no deals with Russia, no nothing. At a press conference, Trump referred to the golden showers allegations in the Steele Dossier by noting wryly, “Does anybody really believe that story? I’m also very much of a germaphobe, by the way. Believe me.”38





11.

INFORMATION WARFARE

IN MAY 2017, DONALD TRUMP, NOW president of the United States, traveled to North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) headquarters in Brussels for the annual summit held by the organization’s member nations. Trump was in top form. During a photo shoot with other heads of state, he muscled his way past Montenegro’s prime minister, Duško Marković, and later nearly yanked French president Emmanuel Macron’s arm off in an absurdly aggressive handshake. Trump didn’t pause his bullish personality when he stood before a podium and addressed NATO’s leaders. “NATO members must finally contribute their fair share and meet their financial obligations. But twenty-three of the twenty-eight member nations are still not paying what they should be paying and what they are supposed to be paying for their defense. This is not fair to the people and taxpayers of the United States and many of these nations owe massive amounts of money from past years, and not paying in those past years.”1 Even before the accusation had a chance to sink in, Trump, ever the real estate developer, couldn’t help but highlight the newly built NATO headquarters in which he stood. “I never asked once what the new NATO headquarters cost,” Trump said. “I refuse to do that. But it is beautiful.”

NATO is perhaps Russia’s biggest adversary, and not surprisingly, America foots much of the NATO bill. America, which spends more on defense than the next seven countries combined, pays nearly a quarter of NATO’s $1.7 billion annual budget, followed by Germany, France, and Britain. The rest of NATO’s members weren’t paying enough in Trump’s view. An example is the Netherlands, which has been singled out for criticism by NATO for its weak defense spending. Holland’s army has long been the butt of jokes. In the 1970s, Dutch soldiers were famous for their long hair, leading one defense official to describe the army as a “glorified Scout movement.” The hair may be cropped these days, but a recent shortage of ammunition forced bullet-less Dutch soldiers to shout “bang, bang” during training drills. Its army consists of three land brigades and its air fleet would fit on one U.S. aircraft carrier.

While the Netherlands lacks military firepower, it punches well above its weight when it comes to technological savvy. As one of the most connected nations in the world, Holland’s intelligence services can draw from a highly educated, talented pool of homegrown computer hackers. No NATO nation could beat America in a conventional armed conflict, but as Russia proved, America was completely vulnerable to a computer attack on its democratic institutions. And it owes the discovery of that breach to an alarm sounded by the Dutch.

It started, as many things do in the intelligence world, with a tip. The Dutch intelligence agency, the AIVD, had received word about a group of Russian hackers working in a university building adjacent to Red Square. And sometime in the summer of 2014, with most of the world distracted by the finals of the World Cup soccer tournament, a hacker from the Dutch Joint Sigint Cyber Unit penetrated the building’s network. This was a major coup. The hacker had taken his team inside the network of the Russian hacking group known to computer security professionals as “Cozy Bear.”2

In the universe of hackers trying to break into the U.S. government’s and businesses’ systems—a constellation of criminals, hacktivists, terrorists, and nation-state hackers—Cozy Bear was one of the best. “Their tradecraft is superb, operational security second-to-none,” wrote Dmitri Alperovitch on the website for CrowdStrike, a California cybersecurity firm that has gone up against Cozy Bear, among others.3 Cozy Bear had many names: the Dukes, CozyDuke, Advanced Persistent Threat 29 (APT-29). It was an arm of the FSB, the Russian Federal Security Service, which specialized in cybersecurity and offensive operations of every kind. Of all the various Russian intelligence agencies, the FSB had the closest ties to Vladimir Putin, who ran the agency before he became Russia’s president.

According to an account in the Dutch newspaper de Volkskrant, the Cozy Bear team worked in a highly secure space with cameras that tracked the movements of everyone who entered and exited. The one thing that wasn’t secure was the camera itself. When Dutch hackers gained access to it, they were able to determine the faces behind the 13-member Cozy Bear team. Using photo analysis and intelligence databases, the AIVD team was able to turn these faces into traceable identities. Not only that, but AIVD was able to discern what was on the screens of the Cozy Bear team, and what they discovered was a preparation for a major hacking attempt into the U.S. State Department.

The backdrop to this attack was the fraying relations between the United States and Russia. Not long after the conclusion of the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, President Vladimir Putin had annexed Crimea, a Russian-speaking region in Ukraine. Putin warned that Russia would no longer tolerate NATO’s efforts to strong-arm his country into submission, as he believed had happened in Ukraine. “If you press a spring too hard,” he said, “it will recoil.” In response, President Obama punished the Kremlin’s inner circle by imposing sanctions. And in response to that, the Kremlin had Cozy Bear step up its covert cyber-attacks on the United States.

From its headquarters in the Dutch city of Zoetermeer, the AIVD team monitored Cozy Bear, which had gained access to an unsecure computer of a State Department employee that had been hooked up to the department’s unclassified network. From this “perch” inside the State Department computer system, the Russian hackers were able to send malware, disguised as an email from the department employee, to one of the employee’s contacts, a White House staffer. The email contained a link to a video of monkeys dressed in white collared shirts and ties working at an office. While the staffer viewed it, the video slipped a malicious code into the staffer’s computer that bypassed the White House’s secure network. This allowed Cozy Bear to gain access to the White House’s email servers, which contained President Obama’s sent and received emails and the real-time non-public details of his schedule. In the meantime, it appeared to the AIVD that Cozy Bear was getting ready to mount a second attack.

In early November 2014, AIVD and its military counterpart, the MIVD, notified the liaison for the National Security Agency (NSA) that Cozy Bear was preparing for an all-out attack on the State Department. Acting immediately, on the weekend of November 15–16, the State Department sent out a notice that it would shut down its network for maintenance purposes. But what really happened was nothing short of an epic 24-hour cyber battle between rival and powerful state intelligence services—“hand-to-hand combat,” as NSA Deputy Director Richard Ledgett put it—between the NSA, aided by the FBI and the AIVD, and Cozy Bear. Whenever the NSA cut Cozy Bear’s link to a server in the State Department’s computer system, Cozy Bear would set up a new one. Using a direct line with the AIVD, the NSA was able to watch Cozy Bear as it worked out its next move. Ledgett hinted that the State Department system was used as a “honeypot” to lure in the Russian hackers so the NSA could learn how they operated. “We were able to see them teeing up new things to do,” Ledgett said. “That’s a really useful capability to have.”4



—

WHILE THE COZY BEAR HACKERS battled the NSA, another covert, high-tech Russian effort aimed at the United States was getting underway in St. Petersburg. A Russian computer firm carrying the bland name of the Internet Research Agency took up offices in a nondescript four-story office building at 55 Savushkina Street in the old imperial city’s northwestern Primorsky District, a suburban neighborhood of towering Soviet apartment buildings. In many ways it resembled an Internet marketing firm, with departments specializing in graphics, data analysis, and search-engine optimization.

Yet, from the start, the agency harnessed these modern tools to promote pro-Russian agendas and spread the Kremlin’s influence. Yevgeny V. Prigozhin, a convicted criminal whose connections ran all the way to the top of Russia’s chain of command, was its founder and CEO. An oligarch known as “Putin’s chef,” Prigozhin was found guilty of robbery and was a member of an organized-crime group that practiced fraud and involved “minors in prostitution.”5 He served nine years in prison and was released in 1990, opening a hot dog stand as the Soviet Union collapsed around him. He then managed a chain of grocery stores and in 1997 opened a restaurant in an old ship called New Island, becoming one of St. Petersburg’s most popular restaurants. And it was through that restaurant that Prigozhin not only became wealthy, but fell into Putin’s inner circle.

In the summer of 2001, Russian president Vladimir Putin dined at New Island with French president Jacques Chirac. Prigozhin personally served the two heads of state. Not only did Putin become a regular, but Prigozhin became the Russian president’s favored caterer, which earned him his derisive nickname. He was awarded lucrative contracts to provide lunches to Moscow schoolchildren and feed Russian soldiers. In return, the Kremlin called on him to perform jobs that it did not want attributed to the state. U.S. intelligence officials believe he controlled an Argentinian company called Wagner PMC that employed Russian mercenaries in Syria who fought on behalf of President Bashar al Assad.6 But it wasn’t until Prigozhin started running what would become known as the St. Petersburg “troll factory” that the former hot dog vendor would cook up some particular nastiness.

The Internet Research Agency’s first activities in 2014 were tentative and experimental, mostly relegated to tracking and studying politically active groups in America. They tested the effectiveness of their messages by tracking audience engagement and watching the average number of comments on or responses to a post. Two employees, Aleksandra Krylova and Anna Bogacheva, traveled around the United States in June 2014, stopping in Nevada, California, New Mexico, Colorado, Illinois, Michigan, Louisiana, Texas, and New York to gather intelligence. Another employee traveled to Georgia later in the year. By May 2014, the agency had a strategic goal of “spread[ing] distrust towards the candidates and the political system in general.”7 The key to this effort was a department that went by many names, one of which was the “Translator Project.”8 This project concentrated on the U.S. population, which it targeted through influence operations on social media, including YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter. To show their boss just how effective their tactics could be, Prigozhin’s employees organized a special birthday surprise, duping an American into posing in front of the White House with a sign that read, “Happy 55th Birthday Dear Boss.” The limited details supplied in court documents state that the sign holder was told that the message was for “our boss…our funder.”9

On September 11, 2014, the Internet Research Agency showed how much it had learned and how dangerously effective it was at manipulating Americans. Residents of St. Mary Parish in Louisiana began receiving alarming text messages about a toxic plume from a nearby Columbian Chemicals plant. On Twitter, a man named Jon Merritt reported a powerful explosion at a chemical plant, and other users shared images that appeared to show a plant in flames and surveillance footage from a local helicopter. A woman named Anna McClaren tweeted at Karl Rove: “Karl, Is this really ISIS who is responsible for #ColumbianChemicals?”10

But it was fake news, for real. As an article in The New York Times Magazine revealed, there was no explosion at Columbian Chemicals, no Jon Merritt, no Anna McClaren. The entire affair was a carefully crafted hoax, complete with carbon copies of local news sites promoting fake news stories about the explosion. The Internet Research Agency had pulled off something akin to a military intelligence operation, one designed to instill fear in a civilian population. “Information warfare against the United States of America,” the agency called it.11 This was a modern twist on an old spy game, one that was very familiar to the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the World War II predecessor of the Central Intelligence Agency.

The OSS didn’t have the benefit of social media, but the operatives in its Morale Operations branch used what they called “rumors” as weapons of war against Nazi Germany. According to a now declassified 1943 field manual, the OSS developed a special class of gossip called “subversive rumors.” This form of scuttlebutt could be used “to cause enemy populations to distrust their own news sources” and “to create division among racial, political, [and] religious” groups within a country. Subversive rumors could be used to “create confusion and dismay with a welter of contradictory reports.” The OSS believed that the best fake gossip was simple, plausible, and vivid, the more “strong emotional content” the better. “Rarely can [rumors] by themselves change basic attitudes,” the OSS field manual declared in highlighting the limits of their new word-of-mouth weapon. “Their function is to confirm suspicions and beliefs already latent; to give sense and direction to fears, resentments, or hopes that have been built up by more materialistic causes; to tip the balance when public opinion is in a precarious state.”12

The Soviet KGB also understood the nature of rumors. The KGB’s Service A unit was tasked with running aktivnye meropriiatiia—covert “active measures” designed to sow distrust against the West. One example included developing fraudulent info about FBI and CIA involvement in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Another was Operation Infektion, a KGB-planted rumor that the AIDS virus had escaped from a biological weapons lab in Fort Detrick, Maryland. Thousands of people were involved in the active measures operations, which were integrated into the whole of the Soviet government, and the measures surely would have been familiar to Vladimir Putin, who was just beginning his KGB career in 1980, a time when the CIA estimated that the annual cost of the Soviet Union’s active measures program was no less than $3 billion a year.13 In the 1990s, the United States asked Russia to stop these rumor campaigns, but Sergei Tretyakov, a high-ranking Russian spy who defected to the United States in 2000, said nothing changed. “Russia is doing everything it can today to embarrass the U.S.,” Tretyakov said in a 2008 book, Comrade J. “Let me repeat this. Russia is doing everything it can today to undermine and embarrass the U.S.”14 What the Internet Research Agency really represented was a modern Russian version of the old OSS rumor factory and KGB active measures division. Social media gave the St. Petersburg operatives a power the likes of which neither the OSS nor the KGB could have imagined. The OSS had to send operatives into enemy territory to plant rumors; the KGB planted the AIDS rumor in a newspaper in India. The modern influence operative didn’t have to leave his or her desk in St. Petersburg. In the hands of a spy, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube were machines for the rapid transmission of rumors. Flip through the musty pages of the OSS field manual and see how well their creed holds up today, and just how effectively the St. Petersburg troll factory was able to wreak havoc on the American public during the 2016 presidential election.



—

IN SEPTEMBER 2015, THE COMPUTER support staff at the Washington, DC–based Democratic national headquarters, home to the Democratic Party and the Democratic National Committee (DNC), received some troubling news. An FBI agent named Adrian Hawkins called the DNC switchboard asking to speak to the person in charge of its computers. Hawkins was transferred to the office of Yared Tamene, the DNC’s director of information systems. According to Tamene’s memo, which was obtained by The New York Times, Agent Hawkins explained that at least one DNC computer on its network had been compromised. The FBI wanted to know if the DNC was aware of this. If so, what were they doing about it? Agent Hawkins told Tamene to be on the lookout for a specific type of malware—a computer program that works behind the scenes to perform malicious and potentially destructive tasks—that the U.S. intelligence community called “dukes.”15

Tamene wasn’t sure what to make of this conversation. He wasn’t even sure if he was talking to a real FBI agent. When Tamene asked Hawkins to verify himself, he did not get an “adequate response.” As he put it in his memo, “I had no way of differentiating the call I just received from a prank call.” Tamene Googled “dukes,” and based on the information he obtained, performed a scan of the DNC system using security programs that found nothing. Agent Hawkins, however, kept calling and leaving voicemail messages about the status of the supposed malware program. Amazingly, Tamene did not even bother to return some of his calls, believing there was “nothing to report.” In November, Hawkins informed Tamene the compromised DNC computer was now “calling home, where home meant Russia.” Agent Hawkins added that the FBI “thinks that this calling home behavior could be the result of a state-sponsored attack,” Tamene noted in his memo.16

Cozy Bear’s hack of the DNC had begun in the summer of 2015, as part of what FBI Director James Comey called a “massive effort” to target hundreds of governmental and “near-governmental” agencies.17 The Russian hacking team sent emails to more than 1,000 people, emails that appeared to be legitimate messages sent from American organizations and educational institutions, but in fact contained malicious links. And like what had happened at the State Department a year prior, it wasn’t long before someone at the DNC had clicked on one. Within nanoseconds, the system was infected by a malware program called “SeaDaddy” and a single line of code that was “ingenious in its simplicity and power.”18 SeaDaddy embedded itself deep inside the network, where it unlocked the DNC’s Windows-based systems and gave Cozy Bear hackers the run of the house. Cozy Bear figured out where the important files were and began spiriting away huge volumes of Democratic Party emails and documents from several accounts through encrypted connections, which it sent “back home.”

What the Cozy Bear operatives were quietly trying to do was hoover up as much political intelligence as they could, in the hopes that they could find something useful. This was standard practice in the intelligence world. Cyber operations were cheap and low-risk, and could be plausibly denied, yet they sometimes yielded entire databases and megabytes of emails from powerful origins, especially if they were left undisturbed for long periods of time. In retrospect, the FBI’s response to the DNC hack and the ambivalent—at best—response by Tamene and the DNC would prove disastrous. Several critical months would go by before the DNC concluded that Agent Hawkins was, in fact, a 13-year FBI veteran who specialized in computer forensics. So why didn’t the DNC take his warnings more seriously? Jeh Johnson, the secretary of Homeland Security, had also extended his agency’s assistance but said his offers were rebuffed.19 FBI Director James Comey said he had made “multiple requests at different levels” to have his agents perform a forensic examination of the DNC servers. Those requests too were rejected.20 While the DNC dithered, the Russians were gathering up material for an even more audacious attack.



—

SIX MONTHS AFTER THE FBI first contacted the DNC, yet another Russian digital espionage unit targeted one of the major spoils of its DNC hack, the computers of Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign. Beginning on March 10, the first of scores of emails went out addressed to Clinton staffers. In this “phishing” attack, the emails were carefully crafted so as to appear as legitimate messages from Google, which provided the campaign’s email infrastructure. Staffers were directed to change their email passwords through a fake Google login site. More than 100 Clinton staffers were targeted. Jake Sullivan, Clinton’s foreign policy advisor, was the subject of 14 separate attempts, and Hillary Clinton herself was a target on two occasions (although she did not fall for the trick). On 36 other occasions, however, Clinton staffers did click on the treacherous “Reset Password” link. So did three DNC staffers.21

This second group of Russian government hackers was known to computer security experts as “Fancy Bear,” aka “Strontium,” “Sednit,” “Sofacy,” and “APT28.” Fancy Bear hackers were affiliated with the Main Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces, also known as the GRU, which handled military intelligence.22 In contrast to Cozy Bear’s elite hacker aesthetic, Fancy Bear’s attack on the DNC reflected the GRU’s aggressive and ruthless culture, exercised through the considerable autonomy it was afforded within the state security services.23

That two teams of Russian government hackers converged on the DNC might seem excessive, but it was not unusual in Russia, where intelligence services not only worked separately but competitively. The Russian intelligence agencies don’t act as a coordinated front, but rather what Mark Galeotti, a leading expert on the Russian security services and underworld, described as “a many-headed hydra.” “The agencies often replicate each others’ work, engaging in bloody competition rather than sharing intelligence,” Galeotti wrote. Putin has encouraged these rivalries as a way to control them, as these groups subvert one another to curry favor with the president.24

Fancy Bear’s Clinton campaign hack reflected Putin’s bold new plan to sway the presidential election away from a surefire victory for Hillary Clinton, whom he loathed. Putin publicly blamed Clinton for inciting mass protests against his regime in late 2011 and early 2012, and U.S. intelligence believed he held a grudge against her for comments he almost certainly saw as disparaging him. According to the findings of the U.S. intelligence community, Putin ordered “an influence campaign”—a hybrid of hacking and social media—aimed at the two major U.S. political campaigns. “Russia’s goals were to undermine public faith in the U.S. democratic process, denigrate Secretary Clinton, and harm her electability and potential presidency,” the heads of the FBI, CIA, and NSA concluded in a joint report on Russia’s intentions. “We further assess Putin and the Russian Government developed a clear preference for President-elect Trump.”25

Finally, seven months after it received its first warning from the FBI, the DNC in mid-April installed a “robust set of monitoring tools,” Tamene wrote in his internal memo. The new monitoring system allowed Tamene to examine who had access to the network and what systems they could access. He found that an unauthorized person, who had the network privileges of a system administrator, had penetrated the DNC’s network.26 The DNC immediately hired CrowdStrike, a cybersecurity firm. CrowdStrike confirmed the DNC’s worst fears: the hack had originated in Russia.

By then it was too late. Fancy Bear had already claimed a big fish and duped Clinton’s campaign chairman, John Podesta, with this email:


Hi John

Someone just used your password to try to sign in to your

Google Account

john.podesta@gmail.com

Details: Saturday, 19 March, 8:34:30 UTC

IP Address: 134.249.139.239

Location: Ukraine

Google stopped this sign-in attempt. You should change your password immediately.

CHANGE PASSWORD <https://bit.ly/​1PibSU0>

Best,

The Gmail Team27



Podesta’s team checked with Charles Delavan, the campaign’s information technology consultant. In a response that he would deeply regret, Delavan replied, “This is a legitimate email.”28 And just like that, Fancy Bear had 50,000 of Podesta’s emails stretching back 10 years. The hack was not only shocking, it became a source of deep humiliation and distrust within the Clinton campaign.



—

TO BE FAIR, MANIPULATING ELECTIONS is a game the Americans and the Russians have played for decades. Dov Levin, a postdoctoral fellow at Carnegie Mellon University, counted 117 instances where the United States or the Soviet Union intervened in foreign elections during the Cold War, through campaign funding, assistance, dirty tricks, promises, and, in some cases, plain old threats. By Levin’s count, the United States was the bigger offender, intervening 81 times in foreign elections—more than twice as often as the Soviet Union—in a time period that stretched from the 1946 election in Argentina to the 2000 election in Serbia. And Levin’s research found that these efforts by both countries yielded an average of a 3 percent change in vote share, enough to sway a close election, especially one where Russia was doing its best to turn the tide. And now, through its Cold War rival, the United States was about to get a taste of its own medicine.29

As Election Day approached, activity ramped up at the Internet Research Agency in St. Petersburg, which now led the social media arm of the Russian influence operation. The Translator Project, the division that concentrated on the U.S. election, grew to a staff of more than 80 people working 12-hour shifts as they furiously cranked out angry, divisive messages on Facebook and Twitter. At the height of the U.S. presidential campaign, the budget for the Internet Research Agency’s operations reached more than $1.25 million a month, with payments disguised as software support and development funneled through companies related to Prigozhin’s catering business.30

On February 10, 2016, staff at the Internet Research Agency circulated an internal memo spelling out the themes of the campaign the Russians would be waging on social media accounts in the coming months. The memo instructed staff to post content that focused on “politics in the USA” and to “use any opportunity to criticize Hillary and the rest (except Sanders and Trump—we support them).” Agency hashtags, the thematic names for online content, were a good indication of how it carried out those orders: #Trump2016, #TrumpTrain, #MAGA, #IWontProtectHillary, and #Hillary4Prison. Pro-Trump social media accounts created by the agency gave no indication that Russians were behind them. These included the Facebook accounts Clinton FRAUDation and Trumpsters United and the Twitter account “March for Trump”—complete with a red-white-and-blue Trump silhouette, apparently produced by the Internet Research Agency’s graphics team.31

Twitter identified 3,814 accounts that were linked to the Internet Research Agency, and more than 50,000 automated accounts linked to the Russian government that generated more than a million election-related tweets.32 One agency Twitter account, @TEN_GOP, which billed itself as the “Unofficial Twitter account of Tennessee Republicans,” attracted more than 130,000 followers with its anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim posts. @TEN_GOP content was shared by Trump campaign officials, including Kellyanne Conway, Michael Flynn, and the campaign’s digital media director, Brad Parscale. The president’s son Don Jr. followed the account, and on Twitter in September 2017, President Trump publicly thanked an account thought to be associated with @TEN_GOP after the account tweeted, “We love you, Mr. President.” Many members of the far right reacted angrily when Twitter shut down @TEN_GOP.33

Facebook also has been the subject of fierce criticism for allowing its platform to be abused by the Internet Research Agency. After months of denials by the company, Facebook’s chief security officer, Alex Stamos, conceded that roughly 3,000 ads were purchased by 470 bogus accounts that likely operated out of Russia and were linked to one anothre. The ads, which ran from June 2015 to May 2017, cost approximately $100,000. (Another $50,000 was spent on 2,200 ads that “might have originated in Russia,” Stamos wrote.34) Facebook estimated that 11.4 million people viewed the ads, half of which were purchased for less than three dollars each. Russian-based trolls leveraged the ads to promote roughly 120 Facebook pages set up by the troll factory itself. These pages posted more than 80,000 pieces of content between January 2015 and August 2017, according to Facebook. In that time frame, according to a U.S. Senate document, an estimated 126 million Americans—roughly half the U.S. population—were exposed to Facebook content generated by Putin’s chef’s trolling company.35

By exploiting a quirk in how social media platforms work, the Internet Research Agency got a huge return for their ruble by posting divisive content. Facebook and Twitter, like all social media sites, employs algorithms, a set of rules, to determine what you see and what you don’t. And what you see first tends to be content calculated to grab your attention. The problem with these algorithms is that anger and fear is what largely drive them. Thus, the unintended but very real consequence was that Facebook and Twitter put a premium on the divisive Russian content that pitted Americans against one another. The sites also inadvertently prioritized fake Russian content over real news. They were perfect weapons of information warfare.

Even still, the Russian social media campaigns were easily dismissed as small potatoes. Two days after the election, Facebook Chief Executive Mark Zuckerberg said it was “crazy” to think fake Russian content influenced the election. Zuckerberg later said he regretted the comment, but it was true that the amount of content the Russians posted on Facebook and Twitter was a tiny fraction of the billions or even trillions of posts on the sites during the election.36 The total amount Russians spent amounted to 0.1 percent of Facebook’s daily advertising revenue and an even smaller fraction of the estimated $2 billion (or more) in free TV that Trump is estimated to have received during the 2016 campaign.37 But Facebook’s and Twitter’s algorithms allowed the Russian trolls to specifically target select audiences in malicious and divisive ways that TV could not.

Just as the OSS had trained its employees to create divisions along racial lines, the Russian information warriors—and the Trump campaign—began to pick the scabs on America’s deepest wounds. The Internet Research Agency began to craft messages aimed at black voters, who overwhelmingly supported Hillary Clinton, that were designed to keep them away from the polls. Facebook’s platform gave advertisers the flexibility to specifically target “Jew haters” if they so wished, as the online investigative site ProPublica discovered.38 One of the Internet Research Agency’s first ads, posted on social media on April 6, read, “You know, a great number of black people support us saying that #Hillary­ClintonIs­NotMy­President.” As the election approached, the agency redoubled its efforts to dissuade African Americans from voting via Facebook accounts like United Muslims for America and Blacktivist as well as launching Instagram accounts like @Woke_Blacks. It was on this latter account, one of 170 Russian-controlled accounts on Instagram (which is owned by Facebook), that the following message appeared on October 16: “[A] particular hype and hatred for Trump is misleading the people and forcing Blacks to vote Killary. We cannot resort to the lesser of two devils. Then we’d surely be better off without voting at all.”39

Coincidentally or not, the Trump campaign was pursuing the same line. A senior Trump campaign official told Bloomberg that an effort to suppress the black vote in Florida was one of “three major voter suppression operations under way.” On October 24, eight days after the Woke Blacks message appeared on Instagram, Trump’s team began placing similar spots on select radio stations that catered to black audiences. In addition, the Trump campaign used a Facebook “dark post”—negative ads that were visible only to the person who received them—to remind black voters that in 1996 Hillary Clinton described some young black men as “super predators.” The message, like the goal of the Russians, was designed to keep black voters at home. “We know because we’ve modeled this,” the anonymous campaign official said. “It will dramatically affect her ability to turn these people out.”40 Trump was clearly very satisfied with this effort, for the campaign’s director of digital operations, Brad Parscale, has already been named manager for Trump’s 2020 reelection campaign.41

By the summer, the Internet Research Agency was becoming more than a troll factory. From its headquarters in St. Petersburg, Russia, the agency began to organize political rallies in the United States. The Facebook group United Muslims of America promoted a pro-Clinton rally on July 9, 2016, in Washington, DC, even going so far as to recruit an American to hold a sign with a picture of Clinton and a quote falsely attributed to her that stated, “I think Sharia Law will be a powerful new direction of freedom.” Later that month, the agency organized and promoted two rallies in New York that summer, one titled “March for Trump” and the other called “Down with Hillary.” At a Florida Goes Trump rally held in August, the Russians paid an American to build a cage on a flatbed truck and another to dress up like Hillary Clinton in prison stripes. According to data Facebook provided the U.S. Senate, a total of 129 real-world gatherings had originated from 13 social media pages, each run by an employee at the Internet Research Agency. Approximately 338,300 unique accounts viewed these events; another 25,800 accounts marked that they were interested in an event; and about 62,500 marked that they were going to an event, although it is not known if they followed through.42

Fancy Bear, the Russian hacking group linked to Russian military intelligence, also began exploiting Facebook during the election. Facebook disclosed that Fancy Bear used accounts to target major U.S. political parties with offensive cyber operations, although it declined to provide details. Facebook said it warned targets “at highest risk” and was in contact with law enforcement about the activity. Later in the summer of 2016, Fancy Bear created fake personas that were used to seed stolen information to journalists. Facebook said it removed the accounts.43



—

ON JUNE 15, 2016, AN email arrived in the inbox of the editor of the online news site the Smoking Gun. “Hi. This is Guccifer 2.0 and this is me who hacked Democratic National Committee.” The hacker claimed he had been inside the system for more than a year and had made off with thousands of documents. Attached to the email were an assortment of stolen DNC documents, including a donor list, internal memos, and a 237-page opposition research file on Trump. “The main part of the papers, thousands of files and mails, I gave to WikiLeaks,” the hacker wrote ominously. “They will publish them soon.”44

U.S. intelligence was confident that “Guccifer 2.0” was little more than a thinly veiled cover, or legend, for Russian military intelligence, the GRU. The hacker’s choice of pseudonym was a subtle dig at Hillary Clinton. The original Guccifer was a Romanian hacker named Marcel Lazăr Lehel, who had hacked Clinton confidant Sidney Blumenthal’s email, where he had retrieved evidence that Clinton had used a private email account while serving as secretary of state in 2012. (The FBI launched an investigation in 2015 after Clinton’s private email server became front-page news in The New York Times.)

By leaking the documents to the press, Russian intelligence had turned what had begun as an intelligence-gathering operation into an active measures or covert action campaign. Guccifer 2.0 was the second attempt by Russia to release documents hacked out of the Democratic Party. A website called DCLeaks.com began posting stolen documents from the media office of the Hillary Clinton campaign on June 8, along with emails stolen from accounts of Republican congressional officials. (The Associated Press traced DCLeaks.com to a Romanian Internet company on a former Communist-era chicken farm.) The stolen documents were pushed to journalists via Facebook accounts linked to Russian foreign intelligence, but neither Guccifer 2.0 nor DCLeaks.com had the desired impact. The third release via WikiLeaks would be a game-changer.

What WikiLeaks knew how to do well was grab the media spotlight. Founded in 2006 by an Australian computer programmer turned international fugitive named Julian Assange, WikiLeaks didn’t just publish classified or private information; it sought to ensure that the information got attention. That is what Assange had done in 2010 when he released “Collateral Murder,” a video shot from the gunsight of an Apache attack helicopter in Iraq that showed American soldiers killing more than a dozen people, including two journalists for Reuters news agency. But the publication of the video and the release of an enormous trove of classified material supplied by an army private named Chelsea Manning sent Assange into hiding. Beginning in 2012, Assange was granted refuge by the government of Ecuador to reside within its embassy in London to avoid extradition to Sweden, where he was sought for alleged sexual offenses.

On July 22, just three days before the kickoff of the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia, WikiLeaks began releasing its cache of more than 44,000 hacked DNC emails, some of which were only 58 days old. The embarrassing revelations showed that the DNC had helped sideline Clinton’s rivals and it forced the resignation of Chairwoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz of Florida. Roger Stone bragged about his contact with WikiLeaks, and seemed to have an idea of what was coming next. “Trust me,” he mused on Twitter, “it will soon be Podesta’s time in the barrel.” Sure enough, WikiLeaks released thousands more emails hacked from John Podesta, Clinton’s campaign chairman.

Trump loved it. His speeches were filled with material gleaned from the hacked emails. During a press conference in July, Trump crept dangerously close to treason when he called on America’s adversary to help dig up even more Clinton emails. “Russia, if you’re listening, I hope you’re able to find the 30,000 emails that are missing. I think you will probably be rewarded mightily by our press,” Trump said. The GOP candidate cheered as John Podesta’s hacked emails rolled out. “WikiLeaks, I love WikiLeaks,” Trump crowed on October 10. Indeed, his son Don Jr. had been in secret contact with WikiLeaks over the summer, though proof that Don Sr. was privy to that line of communication has not, at the time of this writing, been ascertained.

The unremitting stream of leaked emails received far more media coverage than any other single issue during the campaign, including Trump’s numerous scandals. To be sure, the Clinton campaign bears blame for this. So does FBI Director James Comey, who reopened an investigation into Clinton’s emails 11 days before the election—only to swiftly close it as unfounded. But it’s the role of WikiLeaks, far from a disinterested party, that the U.S. government found deeply troubling. Only three days after Trump declared his love for WikiLeaks, Director of National Intelligence James Clapper released a statement that Russian intelligence services were likely behind the disclosures of hacked emails that had appeared on the website. In fact, all three American intelligence services—the FBI, CIA, and NSA—had jointly concluded with “high confidence” that Russia military intelligence, the GRU, used WikiLeaks to release the hacked emails. The CIA even managed to identify the Russians who supplied the emails, which laid “a circuitous route” from the GRU to WikiLeaks.45 This is standard intelligence tradecraft, designed to obscure the original source. (Indeed, Julian Assange has said that the Russians were not his source nor was any other “state party.”) CIA Director Mike Pompeo announced in April 2017 that “it is time to call out WikiLeaks for what it really is—a non-state hostile intelligence service often abetted by state actors like Russia.”

Russian hackers also targeted the nation’s election infrastructure. A top-secret document obtained by The Intercept revealed that the GRU had also hacked a U.S. voting software supplier and sent phishing emails to more than 100 local election officials days before the election.46 And Russian hackers appeared to have targeted Internet-connected election-related networks in 21 states, according to the Department of Homeland Security, and penetrated one voter election database.47 Things got so bad that President Obama pulled Vladimir Putin aside at a meeting of the Group of 20 in China and told him “to cut it out,” warning that there would be serious consequences if he didn’t.



—

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO SAY with certainty that Russian meddling carried Trump to victory in the 2016 election. There is no evidence that any votes were tampered with and amid the fusillade of information from all sources that bombarded American voters throughout the campaign it is hard to single out one single piece of it that tilted the balance. However, the converse is also true: it is impossible to say with certainty that Russian meddling didn’t help Trump win the presidency. In an election that was decided by less than 80,000 votes in three states, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, even a small number of votes impacted or changed could have made the difference.

As a candidate and as president, Trump repeatedly downplayed, doubted, and diminished the conclusion of his intelligence community that Russia meddled in the U.S. election. Trump was far more willing to believe a former high-ranking spy from a former police state where deception is an art form. After a meeting with Vladimir Putin in Da Nang, Vietnam, the president told reporters on Air Force One in November 2017, “He said he didn’t meddle. I asked him again. You can only ask so many times. But I just asked him again, and he said he absolutely did not meddle in our election.” Trump continued, “I really believe that when he tells me that, he means it. But he says, ‘I didn’t do that.’ I think he’s very insulted by it, if you want to know the truth.”

This is outrageous, of course, but the country has spent far too much time reacting to each and every outrageous thing the president has said or done. What has largely gone unnoticed is what the president has failed to do. As of the time of this writing, Trump has only partially complied with a law passed overwhelmingly by Congress that required him to impose fresh sanctions on Russian corruption and individuals operating in the country’s intelligence and defense sectors. Trump has failed to give Pentagon’s Cyber Command the authority to use its awesomely powerful cyber tools to respond to the Russian hackers of Fancy Bear and Cozy Bear. The president is dithering, and the stakes are high.

Trump has ignored the dire warnings of his own intelligence community that Russia will be back in force in the 2018 and 2020 elections unless something is done. Admiral Mike Rogers, the head of the NSA and U.S. Cyber Command, sounded the alarm in February 2018. “President Putin has clearly come to the conclusion that there’s little price to pay and that therefore ‘I can continue this activity,” Admiral Rogers told senators. “Clearly, what we have done hasn’t been enough.”48 Dan Coats, the director of national intelligence, practically pleaded for presidential leadership on this issue. “We need to inform the American public that this is real,” said Coats, who leads the nation’s 17 intelligence agencies. “That this is going to happen, and the resilience needed for us to stand up and say we’re not going to allow some Russian to tell us how to vote, how to run our country,” Coats then added, “I think there needs to be a national cry for that.”

A little over a year after the election, the identity of one of the hackers behind the DNC assault came to light. A hacker named Konstantin Kozlovsky, prosecuted in Russia for breaking into bank computer systems, confessed in December 2017 that he had hacked the DNC at the direction of Russian intelligence. “I fulfilled various tasks under the leadership of employees of the FSB, including the hacking into the National Democratic Committee of the USA and the electronic correspondence of Hillary Clinton,” Kozlovsky told a Moscow judge, according to court documents. “I also hacked into very substantial military entities of the USA and other organizations.”49

In February 2018, an additional 13 Russian hackers, all working for the Internet Research Agency, and including “Putin’s chef” and organized-crime member Yevgeny Prigozhin, were indicted by Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation. Prigozhin answered to the accusations, if only to defy them. “The Americans are really impressionable people, they see what they want to see,” Prigozhin said, speaking to RIA Novosti, a Russian state news agency. “If they want to see the devil—let them see him.” In March 2018, the Trump administration, under pressure for its weak response to Russia’s active measures campaign, sanctioned Prigozhin and other members of the Internet Research Agency for their meddling in the 2016 U.S. election.





12.

THE PROSECUTOR AND THE PRESIDENT

ROBERT MUELLER DID NOT CHOOSE PUBLIC service. Rather, he explained, he fell into it early on. Like his father, an executive at DuPont, Mueller attended Princeton University. He set out to be a doctor, but organic chemistry derailed his plans. He found himself moved by the example of a teammate on the lacrosse team, an upperclassman named David Hackett. After graduation, Hackett joined the Marine Corps and was killed by a sniper on his second tour of duty in Vietnam. Rather than being dissuaded, Mueller was inspired. One year after graduation, Mueller followed Hackett’s footsteps and received his commission as a Marine officer. After Second Lieutenant Mueller had spent two months in the punishing U.S. Army Ranger school, the Marines put him charge of a platoon patrolling the jungles of Quang Tri, the northernmost province of South Vietnam.

Not long after Donald Trump was declared medically unfit to serve in combat due to a diagnosis of bone spurs in his heels—a malady he described to The New York Times as “temporary” and “minor”—Mueller’s platoon came under attack by a North Vietnamese army company.1 Mueller’s swift, aggressive response defeated the attack and earned him a Bronze Star with a “V” device for valor. “With complete disregard for his own safety, he then skillfully supervised the evacuation of casualties from the hazardous area and, on one occasion, personally led a fire team across the fire-swept area terrain to recover a mortally wounded Marine who had fallen in a position forward of the friendly lines,” the citation stated. This was the Marine ethos of no man left behind—nemo resideo. Even from a young age, Robert Mueller spoke with his actions, not words. Commitments mattered.

Back home, Mueller earned his law degree from the University of Virginia and started out in private practice, but he grew bored. He found his life’s passion as a federal prosecutor, first in San Francisco, then in Boston. The two years he spent as partner at the law firm of Hale and Dorr were two years too many. A friend told The Washington Post that Mueller hated the idea of protecting criminals for money.2 In 1995, he took an enormous pay cut to be a run-of-the-mill homicide prosecutor at the U.S. Attorney’s office in Washington, DC, while the city was in the midst of a crack cocaine epidemic. “In his heart of hearts, he’s a prosecutor,” said the late Lee Rawls, Mueller’s former chief of staff and a classmate at Princeton.3

When President George W. Bush nominated Mueller, a lifelong Republican, in 2001 to serve as FBI director, the bureau had been rocked by a string of high-profile scandals, including the arrest earlier in the year of Robert Hanssen, an agent who had spied for Russia over the course of 15 years. One week into Mueller’s term, terrorists loyal to Osama bin Laden hijacked four planes and crashed two of them into the World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon.

The next day, Mueller had his very first presidential briefing at the White House. He began by telling President George W. Bush that the FBI had begun to identify the individuals responsible for the attack by identifying their seat numbers. About two minutes into his briefing, the president stopped him. “Bob, that’s all well and good,” Bush told him. “That’s what I expected the bureau to do. That’s what the bureau has been doing well for the last 100 years. What I want to know from you is, what are you doing to prevent the next terrorist attack?” Mueller, to his embarrassment, did not have an answer, but by the next day he did, and he led the FBI in a dramatic change of priorities to not just solve crimes but prevent them. Mueller’s term at the FBI lasted 12 years. Only J. Edgar Hoover served longer.

Russian organized crime was a focus of Mueller’s tenure at the FBI. And one Russian organized-crime figure loomed large in Mueller’s FBI: Semion Mogilevich. The Brainy Don had landed on the FBI’s 10 Most Wanted list in 2009 after a yearlong internal discussion. Few Americans had ever heard of Mogilevich. Then again, few Americans had ever heard of another 10 Most Wanted figure named Osama bin Laden before the September 11 attacks.

The FBI’s investigation into Mogilevich had centered on Budapest, Hungary, which had been the Brainy Don’s base of operations. Mueller visited the city in 2005, shortly after the bureau received approval to station agents permanently in Budapest. “As soon as the task force began investigating his activities, Mogilevich realized he could no longer use Budapest as his base of operations,” Mueller said. “He immediately fled the country, and is now hiding in Moscow.” Under Mueller, Budapest became an even larger priority. That made the Hungarian capital “the only place in the world outside of the Iraqi and Afghanistan war zones where the FBI is fully operational on the ground in a foreign country,” Garrett Graff wrote in his book on Mueller’s tenure at the FBI, The Threat Matrix.4 The bureau also created a “threat fusion cell” to “target, dismantle, disrupt, neutralize, and render impotent” Mogilevich’s organization. The fusion cell was staffed with agents from the FBI and officials from the NSA, giving the bureau access to the spy agency’s powerful eavesdropping tools. The FBI declined to discuss the cell, saying it remains an ongoing investigative matter.



—

WHAT BROUGHT TOGETHER ROBERT MUELLER and Donald Trump—two sons of prominent families whose lives had widely diverged, one toward public service, another toward greed—on the world stage not long after Trump’s most victorious hour was another FBI director, the one who may have helped Trump inadvertently win the election. James R. Comey cast an imposing figure, as tall as LeBron James, and nearly as commanding in meetings as the basketball star was on court. He was a former religion major at the College of William and Mary, fond of quoting spiritual figures (his Twitter account briefly took the pseudonym of the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr). Like Mueller, Comey, too, had given up a high-paying partnership at a law firm to serve as a federal prosecutor in Richmond, Virginia.

He went on to serve as deputy attorney general under President George W. Bush where he and Mueller had made common cause. “I know Jim Comey,” Mueller had told a group of alumni from his alma mater on the evening before he was named special counsel. “He’s a very good man.” Both men were united in their opposition to the reauthorization of the highly classified Terrorist Surveillance Program, which they each felt was unconstitutional and illegal. Working in tandem, they mounted a dramatic stand in then Attorney General John Ashcroft’s hospital room as the Bush White House pressured Ashcroft to reauthorize the program while he recovered from gallbladder surgery. Mueller and Comey threatened to resign over the issue, and, in the end, Bush backed down and assented to the changes they requested.

Comey was in the fourth year of his 10-year term at the FBI when he earned the ire of President Trump, who viewed him as disloyal. The FBI director had told Trump privately on three separate occasions that the president was not under investigation in the bureau’s Russia probe. And yet Comey had refused the president’s request to, as Trump put it, “get that fact out.” (Comey testified that the FBI had been reluctant to do so because it would pose a problem if the situation changed.) Trump was also mad that Comey had said there was no evidence to support the president’s claim that he had been wiretapped by then President Obama.

In early May, Trump brooded over what he saw as Comey’s betrayal, before urging his staff to draw up what was described to The New York Times as a multi-page “screed” against Comey.5 But that did little to sate his fury and on May 9, Trump dispatched his longtime bodyguard, Keith Schiller, to FBI headquarters with a toned-down letter relieving Comey of his job. “While I greatly appreciate you informing me, on three separate occasions, that I am not under investigation,” Trump wrote, “I nevertheless concur with the judgment of the Department of Justice that you are not able to effectively lead the Bureau.” Comey wasn’t even in Washington to defend himself when the letter arrived, a fact that Trump used to his advantage to humiliate him.

The president seemed very pleased with himself the next day as he warmly welcomed two top Russian diplomats to the Oval Office. One was the wily Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov, and the other was Sergey Kislyak, the Russian ambassador to the United States who had recently come under fire for his clandestine meetings with Michael Flynn and Jared Kushner. “I just fired the head of the FBI. He was crazy, a real nut job,” Trump told them, according to a record of the meeting shared with The New York Times. “I faced great pressure because of Russia. That’s taken off.”6 Trump then went off script. The president told the Russians about highly classified information provided by Israel. It involved a plot by ISIS to build laptop computer bombs that could pass undetected through airport security. Trump did not name Israel as the source, but he did reveal an extremely sensitive detail that “could jeopardize modus operandi of Israeli intelligence,” according to Ronen Bergman, who covers intelligence for Yedioth Ahronoth, Israel’s largest daily newspaper.7

Israeli intelligence had been warned before Trump took office by their counterparts at Langley. During a meeting in early January at CIA headquarters, a group of Mossad officers were told by the CIA that Russia had “leverages of pressure” on Trump, according to Bergman’s reporting.8 Israel, which had some of the best human sources of intelligence in the Middle East, was told to “be careful” after Trump’s inauguration about what information it chose to share with the White House and the National Security Council, to be headed by Michael Flynn.9

The president continued to vent his fury at his ex-FBI director. “Look, he’s a showboat. He’s a grandstander,” Trump told NBC’s Lester Holt on May 11. “The FBI has been in turmoil. You know that, I know that, everybody knows that.”10 In a cryptic threat the following day, Trump tweeted out, “James Comey better hope that there are no ‘tapes’ of our conversations before he starts leaking to the press!”11 Once again, Trump precipitated another crisis of his own making. Comey had been keeping detailed, contemporaneous notes on his interactions with the president from the moment they met. He woke up in the middle of the night on May 15 and, spurred by Trump’s tweet, decided to share them. He asked Daniel Richman, a friend and former federal prosecutor, to share the details of his memos with a reporter. And those memos, now in the hands of Special Counsel Mueller, may yet prove to be evidence of obstruction of justice by the forty-fifth president. “I’ve seen the tweet about tapes,” Comey later told the Senate. “Lordy, I hope there are tapes.”12



—

COMEY’S FIRST MEETING WITH TRUMP took place on January 6, 2017, in a conference room at Trump Tower in New York. He was there to brief the president-elect on the findings of the intelligence community concerning Russian efforts to interfere in the election. At the end of the briefing, Comey remained alone with Trump to alert him to what Comey called “the salacious and unverified” allegations in the Steele Dossier. The FBI and the rest of the intelligence community knew the media were about to make it public and Comey briefed the president alone to minimize potential embarrassment.

Trump expressed his disgust at the allegations that he cavorted with prostitutes in the Moscow Ritz in 2013 and strongly denied them. Without being directly asked, Comey offered Trump the assurance that he was not the subject of an FBI counterintelligence investigation. Something the president-elect said or did during that meeting—we don’t know yet exactly what—deeply troubled the FBI director. As soon as he left Trump Tower, Comey documented his meeting with Trump. This was something he had never done before, but going forward, Comey would keep a record of each and every interaction he had with the president. “I was honestly concerned he might lie about the nature of our meeting so I thought it important to document,” Comey later told the Senate.

The FBI director would go on to document a private dinner on January 27 in the Green Room of the White House. Comey’s instincts told him that the president was trying to create some sort of patronage relationship. “I need loyalty, I expect loyalty,” Trump told him. At the end of the dinner, Trump again demanded Comey’s loyalty.

“You will always get honesty from me,” the FBI director replied.

Trump paused, and then said, “That’s what I want, honest loyalty.”

“You will get that from me,” Comey replied.

On February 14, Comey found himself alone again with the president, this time in the Oval Office after a counterterrorism briefing. A day earlier, Michael Flynn, the national security advisor, had resigned after just 23 days on the job. Flynn had lied to Vice President Mike Pence and other top White House officials about his conversations with Ambassador Kislyak shortly after Trump’s election victory. Pence had then gone on CBS’s Face the Nation and said there had been no contact between the Trump team and Russian officials. “I think to suggest that is to give credence to some of these bizarre rumors that have swirled around the candidacy,” Pence said.

Comey’s FBI knew that wasn’t true. Not only had Flynn lied to Pence, he had also lied to FBI agents. He falsely told them that he did not ask Kislyak to hold off on retaliating against sanctions imposed by President Obama for Russia’s meddling in the election, when in fact he had. U.S. officials had been listening in on the calls with Kislyak—as Flynn, a former head of the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)—surely knew they would be. This was a measure of Flynn’s hubris. Before that, Flynn had ignored the advice of his former DIA colleagues and accepted an all-expenses-paid trip to Moscow, where he sat next to Vladimir Putin at the tenth anniversary banquet of the Russian state-funded channel RT, formerly known as Russia Today.

The Justice Department had alerted White House officials that Flynn’s attempts to cover his tracks about his lies to Pence made him susceptible to blackmail. As Comey met alone with the president in the Oval Office, Trump told him, “I hope you can see your way clear to letting this go, to letting Flynn go. He is a good guy. I hope you can let this go.” Comey said he took it to mean the president was asking him to drop the Flynn investigation. Comey promised nothing. As the FBI director and former prosecutor surely knew, the president’s words were potentially grounds for a charge of obstruction of justice.

On March 20, Comey publicly confirmed what many had long suspected. The FBI was investigating the nature of any links and any coordination between the Trump campaign and the Russian government’s efforts to interfere in the 2016 presidential election. Two days later, the new director of national intelligence, Dan Coats, told associates that the president asked him whether he could intervene with Comey and get the bureau to back off on its investigation of former national security advisor Michael Flynn as part of its Russia investigation, according to The Washington Post. Trump called Comey at the FBI a week later.13 The Russia investigation was “a cloud” that was impairing his ability to act on behalf of the country, the president told him. Trump asked what the FBI could do to “lift the cloud.” Trump also told Comey to get word out that the FBI was not personally investigating him. The president repeated that request in another phone call the following month, along with further complaints about “the cloud.”

“I’ve been very loyal to you, very loyal,” Trump told Comey. “We had that thing, you know”—an apparent reference to the dinner where the president had asked for his loyalty. I’ve been good to you, Comey believed the president was telling him. You should be good to me. That was the last time he spoke to President Trump.

With Comey’s sudden dismissal, which took most of the White House by surprise, the pressure to appoint a special counsel, which had been building all year, grew to a fever pitch. The decision over whether or not to appoint one fell to Rod Rosenstein, who was two weeks into the job as deputy attorney general. His boss, former Alabama senator Jeff Sessions, had recused himself from the Russia investigation in March because of his role in the Trump campaign, earning the attorney general a permanent spot in Trump’s doghouse. Trump publicly chastised his attorney general’s actions as “DISGRACEFUL!” on Twitter and mocked Sessions privately as “Mr. Magoo,” a blind, bumbling cartoon character.14

Rosenstein told the Senate during his confirmation hearing in March 2017 that two conditions had to be met for him to name a special counsel. First, he would have to determine that a crime had been committed, and, second, that the investigation of that crime would pose a conflict of interest for the Justice Department. On May 12, three days after Comey’s dismissal, CNN reported that Rosenstein thought nothing had changed and he saw no need to appoint a special counsel.15 Five days later, a little more than a week after Trump dismissed his FBI director, Rosenstein changed his mind and Robert Mueller was named special counsel. The reason why has not been explained, but it’s quite possible that someone brought Comey’s memos to Rosenstein’s attention.

Rosenstein’s announcement brought an end to a discussion within the White House about returning Mueller to his old job as FBI director. According to The Washington Post, Mueller had met with Trump for 30 minutes and impressed him with his no-nonsense, straightforward manner. Trump was surprised when he heard the news. “Wasn’t that guy just in here interviewing for the FBI?” he asked one of his aides.16



—

ROBERT MUELLER IS NOT THE kind of prosecutor who tries his case in public. “I abhor leaks,” he said during his confirmation hearing to be FBI director. “I think you set a standard of very harsh treatment when an investigation is conducted and somebody is determined to have leaked.” As a result, the Mueller investigation was one of Washington’s better-kept secrets. Even the precise location where Mueller runs his investigation has not yet been disclosed.

As he had before in his career, Mueller once again gave up a lucrative job, a $3.4 million partnership at the DC powerhouse firm WilmerHale, to take on the position of special counsel. Mueller’s team includes several attorneys he brought with him from WilmerHale, including Assistant Special Counsel James L. Quarles III, a former assistant special prosecutor for the Watergate Special Prosecution Force, who served as Mueller’s main point of contact with the White House; Jeannie S. Rhee, a former attorney in the Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel; and Aaron Zebley, who was Mueller’s chief of staff at the FBI. Other attorneys were detailed to the special counsel’s office from various posts inside the Justice Department, including Andrew Weissmann, a veteran prosecutor and former general counsel of the FBI. Interestingly, Weissmann’s signature appears on the cooperation agreement that Felix Sater signed with the federal government back in 1998.

The special counsel’s staff grew into what amounted to a boutique law firm with 17 attorneys. The investigation was run out of a suite of offices in a business district somewhere in southwest Washington, DC, about a mile from the Justice Department. The office contained a secure space for reading top-secret information, known in DC-speak as a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, or SCIF. Witness interviews were conducted in a windowless conference room with FBI agents carrying armfuls of documents and prosecutors rotating in and out. Mueller himself appeared on occasion for key portions of the interviews, sitting quietly against the wall.17

The Mueller investigation had barely gotten started when President Trump ordered the firing of the special counsel in early June. Trump’s move came amid reports that Mueller was examining whether the president attempted to obstruct justice. According to The New York Times, the president argued that Mueller had a conflict of interest because, among other things, there was a dispute over membership fees when Mueller resigned in 2011 as a member of the Trump National Golf Club in Northern Virginia. (“Mr. Mueller left the club in October 2011 without dispute,” said Peter Carr, a spokesman for the special counsel’s office.) The White House counsel, Donald McGahn, refused to order Mueller’s firing and threatened to quit instead. The president then backed down. (Trump called the Times report “fake news.”)18

One of Mueller’s first targets was Paul Manafort, Trump’s campaign chairman. Leading the investigation were a team of prosecutors led by Weissmann, who was joined by Kyle Freeny, an expert on money laundering, and Greg Andres, who specialized in foreign bribery. With the Manafort inquiry barely two months old, Mueller made his first public move when in the early hours of July 26, he had FBI agents raid Manafort’s home in Alexandria, Virginia. In a sign of how tight a ship Mueller runs, word of the Manafort raid did not leak out for 10 days. It was to be one of what would later be revealed to be 15 warrants in the Manafort case, all of which required Mueller’s team to comb through more than half a million records and the scanned contents of 87 computers, phones, and thumb drives.

The timing of the raid was curious. Manafort had testified in a closed-door interview with the Senate Intelligence Commission the day before. Had Manafort said something to the Senate that prompted the raid? The day after the raid of Manafort’s home, George Papadopoulos was met by FBI agents upon arrival at Dulles International Airport. The agents confiscated his passport and arrested him on charges of lying to federal officials and obstruction of justice. In earlier interviews with the FBI, Papadopoulos claimed that his interactions with Professor Mifsud, the shadowy London-based professor with connections to the Russian government, had occurred before he joined the Trump campaign. Likewise, Papadopoulos claimed to have met the woman he described in campaign emails as “Putin’s niece” long before he joined the Trump ticket. After his arrest, however, Papadopoulos changed his story and revealed the truth: the only reason the professor took an interest in him was because of his status with the Trump campaign.

By the end of September, the special counsel’s office had spent $3.2 million getting itself up and running, with salaries accounting for slightly more than half that amount. The Justice Department spent an additional $3.5 million to support the Mueller investigation. That money would have been spent on the investigation “irrespective of the existence of the [special counsel’s office],” according to a summary released by the Justice Department.

Mueller’s special counsel office filed the first criminal charges against Paul Manafort and his right-hand man, Rick Gates, in October 2017. A Washington, DC, grand jury indicted the two men on six counts, including a money-laundering conspiracy and other crimes, and sought to seize four of Manafort’s properties (which did not include his Trump Tower apartment). Trump’s name did not appear once in the 31-page indictment, which was widely seen as an effort to pressure the two men into cooperating with the special counsel’s office. Mueller’s prosecutors appear to view Manafort as a path to an even bigger fish, possibly Trump himself. Months later, Gates pleaded guilty and agreed to cooperate with Mueller’s investigators, leaving Manafort alone to face two separate indictments brought by the special counsel. Manafort has vowed to fight, but as the 68-year-old’s assets have dwindled away and the reality of a dozen years in federal prison for the money-laundering count alone sets in, it seems like it’s only a matter of time before he, too, will agree to cooperate.

The Washington press corps had known for days that Manafort’s arraignment was coming. Cable news had started their coverage hours before he strode into the courthouse, but before Trump’s defenders could utter the words “no collusion,” the special counsel released an even bigger bombshell. George Papadopoulos’s guilty plea made it clear that there had been some collusion, albeit at a low level, with Russia. “There’s a large-scale, ongoing investigation of which this case is a small part,” Aaron Zelinsky, one of Mueller’s prosecutors, said during Papadopoulos’s plea hearing. Trump’s defenders dismissed Papadopoulos, much as he had dismissed Professor Mifsud, as a nothing. “He was the coffee boy,” Michael Caputo, a former Trump campaign spokesman, told CNN. Trump agreed. “Few people knew the young, low-level volunteer named George, who has already proven to be a liar,” the president said via Twitter.19

If there was one thing that was proven by the Papadopoulos plea, it was how little the Washington press corps knew about the Mueller investigation. It was certainly true that no one in the media knew that the 30-year-old former Trump campaign aide had flipped back in July and entered his plea nearly a month earlier. Even Michael Flynn, Trump’s former national security advisor, had entered a plea bargain with Mueller who was now running an operation so silent that no one had any idea what was coming next. Feeling the heat, President Trump replaced his longtime counsel Marc Kasowitz with veteran Washington lawyers John Dowd and Ty Cobb, who, instead of fighting the Mueller probe, tried to cooperate with it. By the end of 2017, Dowd said in a memo, the Trump campaign had turned over 1.4 million documents to the special counsel and the White House handed over an additional 20,000 pages to the special counsel on issues regarding Michael Flynn and James Comey. In addition, 20 White House personnel voluntarily gave interviews to the special counsel, including eight members of the White House Counsel’s office, with Donald McGahn, the president’s chief legal advisor, appearing on November 30, 2017. Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law, also spoke with the special counsel’s office in November. Kushner’s interview lasted less than an hour.

The desire to be as transparent as possible led to tensions between Trump’s legal team and the White House. While Dowd and Cobb discussed the tensions over lunch, Ken Vogel, a reporter for The New York Times, happened to be sitting nearby. “The White House counsel’s office is being very conservative with this stuff,” Cobb told Dowd, according to Vogel. “Our view is we’re not hiding anything.” Referring to White House counsel Don McGahn, Cobb added, “He’s got a couple documents locked in a safe.”20 This was potentially a clever way to reveal sensitive attorney-client information to a reporter without getting disbarred.

The job of fighting the Mueller inquiry was left to members of the president’s party in Congress. Just as Democrats did during the Clinton years, congressional Republicans began to investigate the investigators, searching for conflicts of interest. In an early embarrassment, Congress made public text messages between two FBI agents assigned to Mueller’s investigation who were having an affair. In the texts, each of the agents had referred to the future president as an “idiot” and agreed Hillary Clinton deserved to win “100,000,000-0.”

Mueller reacted swiftly. One of the agents was Peter Strzok, a top FBI counterintelligence official. Republicans viewed it as no coincidence that Strzok opened the bureau’s investigation into the Trump campaign in July 2016. Immediately upon learning of the allegations, the special counsel’s office removed Strzok from the investigation, according to Mueller’s spokesman. The other, Lisa Page, was an attorney brought on through a short-term detail from the FBI’s Office of the General Counsel, and she returned to the bureau in mid-July. Page reportedly had worked on the FBI task force in Budapest that investigated Semion Mogilevich and Russian organized crime. Republicans made much of a cryptic reference in the Page-Strzok texts to an “insurance policy” in the event Trump won and a meeting with FBI Deputy Director Andy McCabe, whom, the president repeatedly suggested, was close with the Clintons.

“America will get what the voting public deserves,” Strzok texted during a Republican debate.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Page replied.

Republican lawmakers kept finding conflicts of interest in Mueller’s team. While at WilmerHale, Mueller prosecutor Jeannie Rhee had, the Republicans noted, represented the Clinton Foundation. Judicial Watch, a conservative watchdog group, unearthed an email Mueller prosecutor Andrew Weissmann wrote to Sally Yates, the acting attorney general, the night Yates was fired by President Trump for refusing to defend his executive order closing the nation’s borders to refugees and people from predominantly Muslim countries. The email read: “I am so proud. And in awe. Thank you so much. All my deepest respects, Andrew Weissmann.”21

On February 16, Mueller unsealed perhaps his biggest surprise to date: the indictment of 13 Russians involved in the Internet Research Agency. The indictment was based in part on information from the CIA, NSA, and FBI, and it read like a spy novel, too. The indictment was replete with undercover visits to the United States, stolen identities, and rallies and actions plotted from their headquarters in St. Petersburg, Russia. The indictment also left a few tantalizing clues that some of the individuals involved in the agency may now be cooperating with Mueller’s investigation.

With no extradition treaty between the United States and Russia, the Internet Research Agency indictment was unlikely to put anyone behind bars, but it exposed the lie behind Trump’s many attempts to claim that Russia didn’t meddle in the U.S. election. Indeed, Trump’s unease was palpable in a bizarre string of tweets he issued the day after the indictment. The president espoused a theory from the fringes of the right wing that linked the FBI’s Russia investigation to the February 14 shooting at Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, that killed 17 students and staff. “Very sad that the FBI missed all of the many signals sent out by the Florida school shooter. This is not acceptable. They are spending too much time trying to prove Russian collusion with the Trump campaign—there is no collusion. Get back to the basics and make us all proud!”22

Yet Mueller’s investigation was only just getting started. The special counsel’s office was said to be preparing a similarly revealing indictment of the Russians who carried out the hacking and leaking of emails stolen from the Democratic National Committee during the 2016 election. Any hacking case would likely involve Ryan Dickey, an expert in computer crimes who prosecuted “Guccifer,” the extradited Romanian hacker Marcel Lazăr Lehel, who pleaded guilty in 2016 to unauthorized access to a protected computer and aggravated identity theft. No indictment had been filed at the time of this writing.

Trump was said to have expected a swift end to Mueller’s investigation, but if the past is any indication, the special counsel’s probe of Russia will weigh on his presidency for years, just as earlier investigations of past presidents have. The independent counsel inquiry led by Kenneth Starr and three other independent counsels into President Bill Clinton dragged on for six years at a cost of nearly $80 million before ultimately concluding that there was insufficient evidence to show that any crimes were committed. Independent counsel Lawrence E. Walsh’s Iran-Contra investigation also lasted six years at a cost of more than $47 million.

Without fanfare, Mueller has begun slowly unwinding the many layers of conspiracy involving Trump and Russia. Donald Trump has promised he would build a “big, beautiful wall” along the U.S.-Mexican border as part of his plan to make America great again. But so far, the only wall that is being built is the legal one that Special Counsel Robert Mueller is erecting around the White House, and it increasingly seems too high for America’s forty-fifth president to escape.
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