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			INTRODUCTION

			At its beginning, Russiagate was a plug-and-play operation. 

			Then it picked up steam and spun out of control as investigators searched in vain for connections that never existed. But at the start, it relied on a template for manufacturing a national scandal. The template wasn’t a formal diagram; it was more conceptual—a plan based on two newspaper articles that had been hiding in plain sight. Taken together, however, these stories provided a dangerous playbook for an attempt to take down Donald Trump.

			All this lethal political formula needed to be activated was the right mix, the perfect plug-and-play components to detonate conspiracy charges: take a toxic, compromised political operative and tie him to a nationally known figure running for president, then connect the candidate to a few nasty rumors from murky sources, and presto! You’ve just created the pretext for a devastating scandal—complete with an explosion of muck for the media to rake over the front-running candidate while also providing the ammunition to fuel partisan politicians’ demands for an investigation. 

			This book exposes that template and the people who used it to ignite the deep state attack on Donald Trump. It reverse-engineers the entire sordid, disgraceful operation that was meant, initially, to discredit the Trump campaign and stop him from becoming president. 

			Prepare to be outraged. Explosive revelations are going to come at a fast and furious pace. Exonerated exposes the following:

			How a profiteering ex-journalist stumbled on the connections of one shady lobbyist—a now convicted tax evader who is serving seven-and-a-half years in the United States Penitentiary, Canaan, near Scranton, Pennsylvania—to cast a shadow over an entire election campaign. 

			How the ex-scribe armed with a contract to conduct opposition research to find damning information about Donald Trump in the run-up to the 2016 presidential campaign hired a Russia expert—who just happened to be married to a senior Justice Department official—and then later lobbied her spouse to open an investigation on the front-running candidate, Donald Trump. 

			How the template mastermind then hired former British intelligence officer Christopher Steele, who was viewed favorably by the FBI, and fed him information, turning him into some out-of-control quote machine. Steele eventually helped launder these sleazy “findings” into semiofficial-sounding allegations.

			How those allegations—in the form of the infamous “Steele dossier”—were fed to politicians and journalists, and how Steele double-dipped, joining the FBI payroll and feeding similar reports to the FBI to legitimize these fictions and to force an official probe.

			How some of the top law enforcement and intelligence agents in the nation—men and women shocked by the rise of a maverick candidate and horrified by the idea that Hillary Clinton might lose the election to a swamp outsider—worked to create an aura of conspiracy around Donald Trump and his campaign and then to cripple his presidency. 

			How, after being spoon-fed dubious allegations by the former journalist, senior FBI leaders skirted official investigation protocols to initiate investigations—which then served to legitimize the flimsy and often completely bogus evidence. 

			How the FBI leaders, using these bogus allegations and a previous investigation of a low-profile Trump advisor, then went to America’s secret, rubber-stamp warrant factory to obtain permission to scrutinize this “evidence” and the entire Trump campaign.

			How those warrants were then used to investigate—a polite term for “spy on”—American citizens tied to Trump and the campaign.

			How, in the paranoid rush to find damning evidence that never existed in the first place, these lawmen also investigated family and friends of the campaign workers. 

			How these lawmen played extreme hardball with Trump team members, and how, after uncovering wrongdoings that had nothing to do with Russiagate, they tried to leverage potential criminal charges in an effort to substantiate collusion allegations—and repeatedly failed.

			I have discussed many aspects of these mind-numbing deep state maneuvers on my podcasts. But the scope is so enormous that it takes a book to lay out the details in sequence—and sometimes in parallel—to document the cause-and-effect chaos that ensued.

			“Conspiracy” and “collusion” are words that get thrown around a lot. From the earliest days of Russiagate, the two “C-words” have been everywhere. The FBI, the media, and deep state actors love those terms when they are related to Trump, Russian president Vladimir Putin, and the election. But one crippling fact remains: there has been no hard evidence of actual wrongdoing regarding the Trump campaign in connection with Russia, and after three solid years of warrants, wiretaps, threatening interviews, sensational arrests, countless leaks, and millions of dollars spent, special counsel Robert Mueller’s supposed dream team of investigators has found no evidence of a nefarious collusion plot. 

			It turns out that, if anything, those highly charged C-words—“conspiracy” and “collusion”—should be applied to the investigators and the investigation itself. And we will get to that. 

			But let me be clear: I don’t think there was a single figure orchestrating all of the events that I document here. Every player had a part to play, and the motivations of the all the players vary, but there was no grand puppet master. There was no Godfather. And there was no secret society, either. There were plenty of bad actors, no doubt—deep state figures with extensive ties to Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama—but keeping secrets wasn’t their strong suit. The spinning of Russiagate was reactive, situational, and adversarial—no question. And for some of the bad actors, it was cynical, too. That goes double for the man behind the plug-and-play template. His plan, the plug-and-play ploy to discredit Trump, succeeded in hoodwinking top lawmen—although as we will see, some of those high-ranking law-and-order men had reasons to want to be deceived.

			But this was no formal cabal. It was more, as I said, reactive—like an investigatory domino theory. In a series of colossal screw-ups that recall the Keystone Kops more than the Avengers, lawmen got conned and then had to join the con or risk being exposed and humiliated. In the end, faced with a lack of evidence and huge political expectations generated by leaks and an almost pathological hatred of Trump, the investigators were forced to cover their collective asses and generate more warrants and more arrests without ever getting close to proving a collusion conspiracy—because there never was one.

			This resulted in a sequence of three seat-of-the-pants strategies that I call Plan A, Plan B, and Plan C. These were investigative tactics to spy on and probe Donald Trump and his campaign. When Plan A blew up, lawmen needed another course of action to cover for the faulty logic and flimsy evidence that launched the probe in the first place. 

			Usually, investigations spur cover-ups. But in this case, the opposite seems to have happened. Plans A, B, and C were cover-ups that served to legitimize the investigation! 

			Look, unwinding the plot to entrap Donald Trump is complicated—especially with my talking in general terms. The central players have more connections than the New York subway system. And there were all kinds of double-talk and suspect allegiances. So unpacking it all means tying everything together and moving back and forth in time. But stick with it and all will become clear. Warning: the truth may leave you aghast and horrified. I speak from experience. I’ve been sorting through the muck for three years and I’m still in shock. 

			I want to start with the template itself, the plug-and-play model that made Russiagate snowball. Then I want to introduce the cast of characters—or should I say perpetrators?—and their vested interests in the investigation and with one another. Then it will be time to unspool Plans A, B, and C and explain how they imploded.

			America has suffered a national scandal. But it is not the one the nation was initially sold. The facts I unfurl reveal shocking truths. Put them together and you have a picture of a much different debacle, one that has destabilized our government and ripped apart our nation. 

			And it’s really a tragedy. We are all suffering. This country has real problems to solve—the economy, health care, the opioid crisis, and much more. A bogus, politicized crisis is the last thing anyone needs.

			America needs to manufacture jobs, not scandals. I hope exposing this plug-and-play template will prevent political hits in the future. Of course, it may do just the opposite, given all the political opportunists out there. But I have to share what I know. The story of Exonerated needs to be told. 

			Here it goes. 

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Plug-and-Play Plan

			On April 17, 2007, the Wall Street Journal ran an article with the headline “How Lobbyists Help Ex-Soviets Woo Washington.” On the surface, the piece was based on the oldest story in Washington, D.C.—that money buys influence and favors. 

			I know. You’re thinking, “Stop the presses!” 

			But back in 2007, the most significant news angle of the piece was whom, exactly, appeared to be bought and who the buyers were.

			One bombshell charge involving one household name drove the story: “For a $560,000 fee, Bob Dole, the former Senate majority leader and 1996 Republican presidential nominee, helped a Russian billionaire accused by rivals of bribery obtain a visa to visit the U.S. in 2005, among other things.”1

			As scandals go, you could file the revelations of this story under Typical Washington Cesspool Behavior. There was nothing, from Dole’s point of view, illegal about it. It was part and parcel of what his law firm, along with so many others, did: open doors for clients. True, Dole’s pulling favors for a billionaire Russian with reputed ties to the criminal underworld looked pretty sleazy. But otherwise, it was just another story about money and influence running amok in the capital. Sadly, this is old news.

			For the purposes of Russiagate and the future tarnishing of Donald Trump’s campaign, however, this article was filled with names of far more interest than Bob Dole’s. 

			The billionaire that Dole and his law firm went to bat for was Oleg Deripaska, one of the world’s richest men and reportedly one of Vladimir Putin’s closest oligarch pals. Words and phrases like “illegal wiretapping,” “extortion,” and “racketeering” also follow his name with alarming frequency. Concerns about Deripaska’s ties to criminal elements and antidemocratic regimes are generally thought to have caused his ongoing visa difficulties with the State Department.2

			The article’s more shocking revelation, though, was the implication that Dole and Deripaska were put in contact by Dole’s old campaign advisor, a guy who also had made millions working for a veritable who’s who of despotic leaders, including the infamous former Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych. 

			A guy named, as you probably guessed, Paul Manafort.

			We’ll get to why Manafort’s presence in the article is so important—and why he was such a liability to Donald Trump. But first, let’s finish with the other notable name in the Journal story. It’s arguably the most shocking name of all, and it’s right there below the headline: Glenn Simpson, who cowrote the story with his wife, Mary Jacoby.3

			More than any other figure in Donald Trump’s orbit, Paul Manafort deserved to set off alarm bells when it came to Russia. But more than any other figure in the entire Russiagate charade, Glenn Simpson is the one who actually pulled the alarms. 

			Simpson knew just how explosive Manafort’s presence in the campaign was, in part because of this article. 

			As many readers may know, Simpson no longer works as an investigative reporter for the Journal. Instead, he runs Fusion GPS, the strategic intelligence firm hired in late 2015 by the Washington Free Beacon to conduct opposition research on Donald Trump. The Beacon, a conservative media outlet, claims it also paid for research on other Republican candidates.4 In late 2015, Simpson approached Nellie Ohr, a Russia specialist who is married to Associate Deputy Attorney General Bruce Ohr, one of the highest-ranking officials in the Department of Justice (DOJ). Simpson hired Nellie, eventually paying her $44,000, and he would later lobby Bruce5—acts that would subsequently derail the DOJ bigwig’s career. 

			But then, in the spring of 2016, Simpson got lucky. 

			Extremely lucky. 

			The big misstep of the Trump campaign—probably the one appointment those involved would like to take back—occurred. 

			On March 29, 2016, Paul Manafort was named campaign convention manager. At the time, Fusion GPS’s work on anti-Trump research for the Beacon had come to an end. But with Manafort now part of the Trump team, a whole new river of muck presented itself to Simpson. And when six weeks later, on April 16, 2016, Manafort became Donald Trump’s campaign manager, Simpson must have pulled the article out of his back pocket and danced a jig. If anyone wanted opposition research, he had the golden ticket—the golden template—right in front of him, in the article he had written precisely nine years and one day earlier.

			That same spring, Simpson and Fusion GPS were able to reportedly wrangle more than $1 million from Perkins Coie, the law firm representing the Democratic National Committee and the Clinton campaign, to continue his anti-Trump research.6 

			And part of that research, no doubt, involved one specific sentence in that old, yellowing article. It was a sentence that, incredibly, suggested that Manafort had committed a crime—one that would haunt not only Manafort but at least two other members of the Trump team: “Mr. Manafort, who isn’t registered as a consultant to the Ukrainian leader, didn’t respond to requests for comment.”7

			With that one sentence, Simpson and Jacoby quietly set up Manafort and anyone he would work with in the future. They were blowing a whistle for federal investigators, suggesting in black and white that Paul Manafort had violated the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA), a law requiring agents and lobbyists representing the interests of foreign powers in a “political or quasi-political capacity” to register with the Department of Justice.

			So opposition researcher Glenn Simpson—the man hired to provide actionable intelligence to cripple Donald Trump’s campaign—had figured out years earlier that Manafort might be vulnerable to criminal charges. Now he could plug that fact into his case against Trump. 

			Flush with money from the DNC and Clinton, Simpson hired Christopher Steele, the former head of MI6’s Russia desk, to compile intelligence briefings on possible Russian influencing operations regarding the 2016 presidential election. This was Simpson’s key hire. He paid Steele’s firm, Orbis Business Intelligence, $168,000.8 In return, he got the former intelligence operative who had also worked for and with the FBI. He was a known, respected entity who could feed “information” to intelligence and investigative channels and who could pass on the information that Simpson amassed. 

			Or, perhaps, created. 

			That information is now known as the “Steele dossier.” It contains an avalanche of misinformation and lies about Donald Trump, his associates, and alleged Russian influencing. But when it was leaked—first to liberal Mother Jones editor David Corn and later to BuzzFeed, which published the entire thing, as well as a number of political and intelligence figures—it drove the outcry of C-word allegations and helped spur Russiagate investigations. 

			Simpson’s wife, Mary Jacoby, was so proud of her husband that she later outed him as masterminding these fantasy filings—wanting to make sure that he got credit for the work instead of Steele. “It’s come to my attention that some people still don’t realize what Glenn’s role was in exposing Putin’s control of Donald Trump,” Jacoby wrote in a June 24, 2017, Facebook post, according to online magazine Tablet. “Let’s be clear. Glenn conducted the investigation. Glenn hired Chris Steele. Chris Steele worked for Glenn.”9

			This is one of the most damning quotes in the entire Russiagate affair and we will return to it soon, when we discuss the dossier in greater detail. But for now, just keep it in the back of your mind as evidence of Simpson’s scandal-fabricating activity.

			Let’s go back to Simpson’s 2007 Wall Street Journal article for a brief moment—and its importance in engulfing the Trump campaign in a cyclone of dubious charges. 

			Simpson’s story suggests that Manafort, among other things, may have committed a FARA violation. True, FARA crimes are rarely, if ever, enforced in lobbyist-loving Washington. But evidence of criminal behavior is exactly what investigators needed to open a probe. With Manafort’s proximity to Trump—and Manafort’s well-documented connections to Putin’s pal Viktor Yanukovych, the scandal-ridden, corrupt former president of Ukraine who bolted to Russia after being overthrown—Simpson had almost everything he needed to start a firestorm. 

			I say “almost” because there was one other old story that shaped the template by tying Manafort to another prominent political leader who (like Dole) had run for president: John McCain. When it comes to providing further instructions for how to weaponize the Trump campaign against itself, this article was even more powerful. 

			The article, “Aide Helped Controversial Russian Meet McCain,” by Jeffrey H. Birnbaum and John Solomon, appeared in the Friday, January 25, 2008, issue of the Washington Post. It focuses on the disturbing connections between McCain’s 2008 presidential campaign manager, Rick Davis, and Oleg Deripaska. Davis, of course, was part of Davis Manafort Inc., which the paper describes as “a lobbying firm that was being paid to provide political advice to pro-Russian and oligarch-funded candidates in Ukraine.”10

			The presence of Davis, who attended and evidently facilitated two meetings between McCain and Deripaska in 2006, caused a good deal of friction within the McCain campaign team, the article reveals. Some aides believed that Davis’s firm’s work overseas conflicted with the senator’s record as a pro-democracy champion and an advocate of reducing the influence of lobbyists in Washington. Because of this, “the aides questioned whether Davis should be given an important title in the campaign because that would make him more vulnerable to criticism,” sources told the reporters.11 

			Campaign aides weren’t the only ones worried about Davis’s presence or McCain’s potentially problematic ties to Davis-Manafort. John Weaver, one of McCain’s top advisors in the 2008 campaign, says U.S. intelligence raised concerns to McCain’s staff about the Davis-Manafort work. (It might have been helpful if those same agents had tipped off Trump to Manafort’s problematic past, but interestingly, that courtesy call never happened.) 

			According to Sara A. Carter, writing in the now defunct news site Circa, a U.S. counterintelligence source confirmed the concern about a possible McCain influencing operation. “Before there was Trump, there were concerns about some of the same people being around McCain about ten years ago, and we alerted his team to those concerns and they appeared to take some defensive action.”12

			Manafort remains offstage for most of the Washington Post article—although it reports that Deripaska thanked him in a letter for helping arrange the meeting with McCain in Davos, Switzerland—but it’s clear that his proximity to Davis and Deripaska tainted him tangentially. 

			So here we come back to the plug-and-play scandal operation. Anti-Trump operatives saw a clear opportunity: if they substituted the names Trump and Manafort for McCain and Davis, they could recycle the previous scandal that had plagued McCain in 2008. Because of Manafort’s dirty past, they could taint the Trump campaign with the same bad optics, the same public relations nightmares, the same potential conflicts of interest and, most damning of all, the same concerns about Russian influencing. In fact, Manafort’s Russian connections would be even more inflammatory when tied to Trump because the candidate had made statements on the stump about wanting to work more closely with Russia and had given speeches listing some of the interests that Moscow and D.C. shared. In the toxic shadow of Manafort, those comments became more troubling. Trump’s campaign manager was connected to some of the most repressive and sinister Russian figures. He took their money. These facts don’t actually prove that Trump did anything wrong (he didn’t), but they provided opposition operatives everything they needed to scream collusion and push for an investigation. 

			So the main components for a plug-and-play plan were now, finally, in place, ready to be activated to detonate a scandal of epic proportions.

			But Simpson wasn’t the only one in town with his eye on Manafort. A longtime consultant for the Democratic National Committee named Alexandra Chalupa had been waiting for him to appear, too.

			“I felt there was a Russia connection,” Chalupa told Politico. “And that, if there was, that we can expect Paul Manafort to be involved in this election.” For Chalupa, whose Democratic bona fides also include working at the White House’s Office of Public Liaison for the Clinton administration, Manafort was “Putin’s political brain for manipulating U.S. foreign policy and elections.”13

			Chalupa shifted into overdrive once Manafort joined Trump. A week after Manafort officially signed on to Team Trump, she met with a legislative assistant in the office of Representative Marcy Kaptur, Democrat of Ohio, as well as cochairs of the Congressional Ukrainian Caucus, and pushed for a congressional investigation. An email Chalupa sent to the DNC communications director14 at the beginning of May that was subsequently hacked and eventually published by WikiLeaks reveals that she claimed to have been working “for the past few weeks” with Yahoo! News star reporter Michael Isikoff.15 That would appear to tie her to Isikoff’s April 26, 2016, story, “Trump’s campaign chief is questioned about ties to Russian billionaire,” which reveals that Manafort had been questioned by officials from the Cayman Islands “in connection with a $26.2 million investment by a billionaire Russian oligarch who was his partner in an ill-fated telecommunications development in Ukraine.”16

			Chalupa left the DNC—which had paid her $412,000 from 2004 to June 2016, according to Federal Election Commission records—after the Democratic convention in late July to focus full-time on her research on Manafort, Trump, and Russia. 

			She was not alone. Simpson and Steele were assembling the dossier, of course. And the Never Trumpers were gaining momentum. They had real motivation now. Trump had officially become the Republican nominee on June 16. That meant he was the only one standing in the way of Hillary Clinton in her mission to take control of the White House. The deep state was on high alert. Meanwhile, Vladimir Putin must have been exceedingly pleased. A declassified national security assessment determined that Putin had “ordered an influence campaign” targeting the U.S. election.17

			Putin, angered by U.S. sanctions and his nation’s own diminished stature, ordered all three Russia intelligence agencies—the Federal Security Service (FSB), the Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR), and the Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU)—to wreak havoc. While Putin had plenty of reasons to hate Hillary Clinton, and while cyberagents working for Russian intelligence were clearly targeting the DNC—eventually hacking, stealing, and releasing a trove of emails on WikiLeaks—the idea that Russia has any allegiance to the Republican party is ludicrous. Ronald Reagan, the Republican Party’s figurehead, destroyed the Soviet Union with covert operations in the 1980s that wrecked its economy. Putin, serving as a KGB big shot, witnessed the national humiliation of his beloved Mother Russia at the hands of the U.S. So rest assured that all he has ever wanted to do is sow discord in the United States and destabilize our nation. He knew he couldn’t actually afford to go to war against us, so this was the next best thing: foment distrust and conspiracy theories and destroy America from within. 

			If anyone has any doubts about this, one of Putin’s closest advisors, Vladislav Surkov, actually spelled out Moscow’s savage goals in an article published in February 2019, saying, “Foreign politicians talk about Russia’s interference in elections and referendums around the world. In fact, the matter is even more serious: Russia interferes in your brains, we change your conscience, and there is nothing you can do about it.”18

			Putin, in other words, wanted us to eat ourselves alive.

			Unfortunately, a veritable army of Washington insiders was making it easy for him.
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			CHAPTER 2

			The Cast: Conflicts ‘R’ Us

			It’s time to unwind how we went from a Glenn Simpson article in the Wall Street Journal to a multimillion-dollar special counsel probe that divided the nation, partially paralyzed the Trump administration, and accomplished little more than to make dozens of lawyers richer than they were two years prior. So let’s focus on the key players who drove this colossal fiasco. Many of them are former colleagues. Some have tight relationships with opposition leaders like Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton. Some have ugly legal skeletons in their closet. And some are career lawmen who bought into shrewd opposition research that was calculated to look much more damaging than it was.

			Getting spun in public on the biggest story in decades is not fun. Getting fed bogus evidence and then biting it is humiliating and embarrassing. It can make you look bad. Actually, when you get played in public and wind up powering a gargantuan probe that draws Watergate comparisons—an investigation fabricated to cast doubt on the legitimacy of a presidential election—that isn’t just bad; it’s catastrophic. 

			Seriously, it doesn’t just ruin your search results online. It can kill your entire career. 

			This is what seems to have driven many of the principal characters here. They bought a sham story and then had to engage in face-saving maneuvers later after the stunning upset that was the electoral victory of Donald Trump. Forced to adjust on the fly—when blockbuster allegations began to disintegrate—these ace investigators and attorneys widened the scope of the probe—a kind of legal plug-and-play, if you will—to increase the chance of finding wrongdoing somewhere. 

			The result? Russiagate has turned up zero collusion-related charges alleged in Glenn Simpson and Christopher Steele’s dossier. Again, there have been no collusion charges in any way, shape, or form. Any arrests and indictments from the special counsel investigation—of former Trump administration National Security Advisor Michael Flynn, former campaign official Paul Manafort, and former campaign advisor George Papadopoulos—have nothing to do with the president or the Trump campaign. Say what you want about them, but they didn’t collude with Russians. 

			Looking at this cast of characters and defining their motives—why they’ve done what they’ve done and their self-serving special interests in the investigation—is critical to understanding how Russiagate spiraled out of control despite the fact that nobody on the campaign colluded with the Russians, which was the stated reason for the special counsel investigation. 

			JOHN BRENNAN

			The poster boy for Never Trumpers, CIA director John Brennan has been a cheerleader for Russiagate from the beginning. A twenty-five-year intelligence community veteran, he is widely regarded as an overly ambitious political climber and a swamp creature who backed Hillary Clinton and was anxious to serve as her CIA chief, as he had for Barack Obama. 

			His unhinged venom toward Donald Trump reached a fever pitch with an acidic tweet after the president’s Helsinki press conference. Trump’s performance “rises & exceeds the threshold of ‘high crimes & misdemeanors,’” Brennan ranted. “It was nothing short of treasonous. Not only were Trump’s comments imbecilic, he is wholly in the pocket of Putin.”1

			Normally, charges like that coming from America’s former spymaster would be devastating. If anyone was in a position to know about damning proof of collusion and collaboration, it would be the former CIA chief, right? 

			But the Mueller report now stands as proof that it was Brennan, not Trump, who was off his rocker. But why? 

			The reason lies in the genesis of Russiagate. When Trump, the ultimate outsider candidate, began mentioning Russia in his stump speeches and said a few positive things about our former Cold War enemy, it shocked the establishment. A presidential candidate was seeking a better relationship with Russia? It was inconceivable to the know-it-all foreign policy pundits who resented any contrarian views from outside of their elitist bubbles. Establishment cold warriors in D.C. would have none of it. But there was nothing these naysayers could do, really. This is America, where freedom of speech is a fundamental right, and you can’t just wiretap an American citizen for openly considering working with a foreign country. 

			But if you run the CIA, you have powerful international connections who can. Which is to say, while American intelligence can’t spy on its own citizens in most cases, its foreign colleagues—with their less restrictive surveillance laws—can. 

			That’s what spies do. They spy. As Lee Smith reports in Tablet, certain circles in Washington had been awash in rumors that “Britain’s intelligence service, the Government Communications Headquarters, was intercepting the emails and phone calls of Trump officials.”2 

			Brennan’s overseas intelligence connections began relaying back information about “figures connected to Trump and known or suspected Russian agents” as early as 2015, according to the Guardian.3 And BBC reports that Brennan was told in April 2016 about an alleged tape recording that mentioned Kremlin cash “going into the US presidential campaign.”4

			In August 2016, Brennan told then Senate majority leader Harry Reid that Russians were interfering in our election on Trump’s behalf, relaying the same information originating from Steele and Simpson. Brennan’s brief pushed Reid to write a letter to then FBI director James Comey citing “evidence of a direct connection” between the Trump campaign, and he urged an investigation.5 

			Eventually, the pressure worked. This intel, along with the Steele dossier, was used to obtain a Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) warrant to spy on Donald Trump and Trump campaign figures. 

			So Brennan was invested in seeing this intelligence—much of which he seems to have processed into his tweets—proven out. He was instrumental in getting the Russiagate probe off the ground. And he wanted to be proven right.

			It’s also worth noting that under Brennan, the CIA did conduct spy operations on selected Americans and was never penalized for repeated violations.6 He experienced almost no political fallout, which is to say that Brennan himself knows something about high crimes and misdemeanors—or at least getting away with them. 

			JAMES CLAPPER

			James Clapper, director of national intelligence from 2010 to 2017, was a spymaster who was heavily invested in ensuring Donald Trump’s defeat and also had plenty of skin in the game. Since leaving his job, Clapper has consistently painted Trump as a possible Russian asset, and he was instrumental in helping legitimize Simpson and Steele’s information and dossier.7 He also had a very good reason for doing so: Clapper had plenty to lose in the event of an ideological regime change. He is a known liar with regard to intrusive U.S. government surveillance.

			On March 12, 2013, Clapper testified in an open congressional hearing. Senator Ron Wyden, Democrat of Oregon, asked the intel chief who heads the sixteen intelligence-gathering operations of the federal government: “Does the NSA collect any type of data at all on millions, or hundreds of millions, of Americans?”

			“No, sir,” Clapper replied. “Not wittingly.”

			It was a bald-faced lie.8 

			A mere three months later, Edward Snowden leaked his treasure trove of classified National Security Administration (NSA) documents revealing that the agency had been vacuuming up data on domestic and international communications, exposing Clapper’s falsehood.

			Lying to Congress under oath is against the law and can get you up to five years in prison. 

			Clapper later issued a bizarre defense, insisting that Wyden’s simple yes-or-no question was some mind-bogglingly complex query. In fact, he compared it to being asked a “When are you going to stop beating your wife?” kind of question—the kind of inquiry that implies something unproven is a fact. Then he said the query was “not answerable necessarily, by a simple yes or no. So I responded in what I thought was the most truthful or least untruthful manner, by saying, ‘No.’”9

			It’s hard not to think about Clapper’s legacy, though, when you consider his dishonest record on intrusive spying and what he did to get the Steele dossier into the national press and to push Russiagate into the mainstream. Clapper advised FBI director James Comey to brief then president-elect Trump on the Steele dossier. On Friday, January 6, 2017, Comey met with Trump and his transition team at Trump Tower and shared some of the allegations. Four days later, on January 10, CNN, BuzzFeed, and other outlets revealed that the meeting had taken place and that the president had learned of the charges contained in the dossier—which instantly bestowed a sense of legitimacy on the now debunked and entirely unsubstantiated report. The very next day, January 11, Clapper issued a statement claiming he conveyed his own shock and outrage about the leaks to the incoming president, saying, “I expressed my profound dismay at the leaks that have been appearing in the press.”

			Evidence suggests that Clapper may have been lying then, too. In April 2018, Republicans on the House Intelligence Committee released a report on the run-up to Russiagate. “Clapper subsequently acknowledged discussing the ‘dossier with CNN journalist Jake Tapper,’ and admitted that he might have spoken with other journalists about the same topic,” the report asserts10—a charge Clapper later denied in a TV interview.

			Months later, Clapper got a new job. Leaking to CNN seems to have been a profitable move; the network subsequently hired him as a contributor. He personally profited by helping promote the Russiagate hoax and by damaging Donald Trump. 

			Meanwhile, he has also started off-loading any responsibility for the Russiagate investigation—passing it off on Barack Obama, as seen in an interview with Anderson Cooper:

			If it weren’t for President Obama, we might not have done the intelligence community assessment that we did that set off a whole sequence of events which are still unfolding today, notably, special counsel Mueller’s investigation. President Obama is responsible for that, and it was he who tasked us to do that intelligence community assessment in the first place.11

			PAUL MANAFORT

			I’ve already made it clear that Manafort is a troubled actor in Russiagate. That said, given what happened to others in the campaign, deep state operatives would have targeted “suspects” to justify the bogus scandal—like George Papadopoulos, who made no secret about trying to arrange a meeting with Moscow on behalf of the campaign. But let’s face it: Manafort was the Achilles heel of the whole campaign. 

			Given everything that’s come to light about him over the past three years, it’s easy to say that there were warning signs in Manafort’s previous work. That implies that the Trump campaign should have realized he was a liability. But that is an unduly harsh assessment. Remember, Trump was an outsider and Manafort, given his long lobbying résumé, must have painted himself as the ultimate insider. Not only that, but Manafort even had a model of his own to follow provided by Rick Davis, his old partner at Manafort Davis Inc., who had talked his way into becoming John McCain’s campaign chair in 2008. 

			Manafort, it turns out, had numerous motives for joining Team Trump. As a longtime Republican consultant, he brought valuable experience, insight, and connections to the campaign. But he also had a ten-million-dollar debt to Oleg Deripaska that was hanging over his head, according to tax return records.12 That is a hefty, potentially compromising debt, especially if Deripaska’s reputation for engaging in mob-like solutions isn’t just a rumor. This link alone would have made him damaged goods. But as we’ve seen, he had a boatload of debt, tax, and legal issues on top of the violations Glenn Simpson had already written about. 

			GLENN SIMPSON

			Here are the known facts about Glenn Simpson. As a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, he wrote the previously mentioned 2007 article about Russian oligarchs influencing Washington that indicated he suspected Paul Manafort had violated FARA laws. He left the Wall Street Journal to start Fusion GPS. He was hired to conduct opposition research on Donald Trump. He hired Nellie Ohr, the wife of the fourth-highest-ranking DOJ official, Bruce Ohr, to conduct opposition research on Trump. On October 16, 2018, Simpson invoked the Fifth Amendment—the right not to incriminate himself—when he was called to testify before a joint committee of Congress. A number of political insiders have speculated that Simpson may have perjured himself with previous testimony claiming he didn’t meet Ohr until after the election.13 As Representative John Ratcliffe, Republican of Texas, told Fox News’ Maria Bartiromo in October 2018:

			Simpson had previously testified under oath to the House Intelligence Committee that he never met with Bruce Ohr or discussed with Bruce Ohr the Steele dossier prior to the October FISA application in 2016 or the 2016 presidential election. That is in direct contradiction to what Bruce Ohr told me under oath last month.14

			Circumstantial evidence also suggests Simpson was neck-deep in the infamous Trump Tower meeting on June 9, 2016—despite his repeated denials. This meeting was initially portrayed as the smoking gun for the collusion charges between the Trump campaign and Russia. But overwhelming evidence suggests it was an entrapment scheme designed to gather negative political opposition research on the Trump campaign—not a juicy political dirt-swap.

			The meeting was set in motion when British music promoter Rob Goldstone emailed Donald Trump Jr., promising the Russian “crown prosecutor” had information that would “incriminate Hillary and her dealings with Russia.” Goldstone’s client Emin Agalarov, the pop star son of Azerbaijani-Russian billionaire Aras Agalarov, also helped with the arrangements.

			When reports of Goldstone’s email—which looked damning—and the meeting surfaced in July 2017, the irresponsible, Trump-hating media had a field day. 

			But that email come-on proved to be a bait-and-switch ploy. The meeting was attended by Trump Jr., Paul Manafort, Jared Kushner, Natalia Veselnitskaya (a lawyer for the Russian holding company Prevezon), lobbyist Rinat Akhmetshin, and two others. Veselnitskaya’s primary mission was to advocate for overturning the Magnitsky Act, a congressional act that resulted in, among other things, the seizure of $230 million of Prevezon funds. 

			Veselnitskaya produced a memo that suggested the American firm Ziff Brothers Investments, which she claimed had helped Magnitsky Act advocate Bill Browder illegally buy up Gazprom shares, had “financed the Hillary Clinton campaign.” As bombshells go, this was a disappointment, as similar claims had surfaced previously. 

			But here’s the fascinating catch: the strategist who worked with Veselnitskaya to dig up dirt on Browder was the same strategist who had set the Steele dossier in motion—Glenn Simpson. 

			Members of what I call the Collusion Chorus like to point out that after the meeting leaked and the New York Times reported that Donald Trump Jr. was “promised damaging information about Hillary Clinton before agreeing to meet with a Kremlin-connected Russian lawyer during the 2016 campaign,” the president actually dictated a statement to the press about the substance of the gathering. This presidential misstep was made under duress; Trump was reacting to unfounded and, as we will see, poisonous allegations and a cloud of “gotcha” media suspicion. But he later wisely faced down the fire with facts, tweeting, “This was a meeting to get information on an opponent, totally legal and done all the time in politics—and it went nowhere. I did not know about it!”

			Glenn Simpson also claimed not to know about the meeting—despite admitting he met with his client Veselnitskaya hours before she visited Trump Tower and the following day. This of course, defies credulity. But Simpson insisted before a Senate committee that his client had a meeting with the son of the presumptive Republican presidential nominee, but somehow the meeting never came up. 

			Yeah, right. 

			Then there are the things about Simpson that I like to call the known unknowns. By this I mean, we don’t know the full extent of his involvement in various operations. For example, as I previously mentioned, Simpson’s wife’s Facebook post suggests he was responsible for many of the charges in the Steele dossier. He was Steele’s boss. Is it possible, then, that some of the sources in the Steele dossier were his sources? It seems likely. By hiring Steele, who had worked with the FBI previously on the FIFA soccer scandal, Simpson now had a second direct conduit to law enforcement—in addition to Ohr at the DOJ. 
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