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For my girlfriends





PROLOGUE
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The Trump Women


A spring day in Manhattan. A small table covered with white linen inside a chic boîte filled with women who throw on Dior and Louboutins and stroll over from Upper East Side aeries the way other women throw on jeans and sneakers for a trip to the Starbucks drive-through. Anyone can walk in, but not everyone can walk in unannounced and get a table. The maître d’ and his waiters—all men, all with vaguely Mediterranean accents, French? Italian?—possess a Diamond District appraiser’s eye for who really belongs. A nanosecond of a glance at a shoe or the warp and weft of a jacket determines whether and where a patron belongs.


A stunning woman is seated across the table from me. People stare when she walks in. She grew up like this: glorious, dizzying in her beauty, impossible to hide. One of the global billionaires plucked her out of a beauty pageant—as they do. Prince Charming was married and whisked her far away. Extreme hijinks ensued, up to and including drug abuse, secret trips to hospitals, reluctant or forced participation in creative kink.


She escaped, and thanks to his money and her looks, resides among a slice of New York society where other leggy beauties attached to other men with big money live in the same few zip codes, shop at the same designer stores on 57th Street, party with bold-faced names, and grab casual lunches at exclusive, high-dollar restaurants the way Seinfeld and friends would hang out at Monk’s Cafe.


On the table in front of the woman is a pen and a piece of paper. We are here to talk about the Queens of Trumplandia, some of whom she knows.


But she won’t actually talk. There are too many ears within earshot. The entire conversation will take place on pieces of paper, like a communication between prisoners. On the paper, she will scrawl the first initials of some of them. M. I. J. T.


She will draw maps and arrows, and scribble down words. After she writes something down and I indicate I understand, she will scribble it out. She will crumple up all the paper before we leave, and take it out with her.


The food will be delivered and left untouched. At one point she will spy a Trump Organization lackey, a man she knows well, and will draw an arrow on the paper in his general direction.


I’m not supposed to turn around and look.


The stories she weaves about Trump’s wives and daughter aren’t even that salacious. They hint at embarrassing secrets, private conflicts, but what she really wants to share is her own story. It is, it turns out, a common one among the great beauties in the realm she inhabits. It involves a kind of long-term enslavement that would, in a different social set, lead to, at the very least, a restraining order.


But it will not because of Money and Fear.
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“The rich are different from you and me,” Fitzgerald wrote in the 1920s. A century before the Jazz Age chronicler scribbled that line, French writer Honoré de Balzac had a different way of putting it. “Wealth has great privileges,” Balzac observed, “and the most enviable of them all is the power of carrying out thoughts and feelings to the uttermost, of quickening sensibility by fulfilling its myriad caprices.”


To understand the lives and histories of the Queens of Trumplandia, one must understand the social and financial microcosm in which they exist, which I will call the Yacht People. The Yacht People are a sliver of the global one percent, and besides the Trumps and the Wall Street billionaires whose respect Donald vainly tries to win, and the wives and children of those billionaires, the club includes scions of the Nigerian kleptocracy and the British nobility, Russian oligarchs including Vladimir Putin, media moguls like Rupert Murdoch, Saudi princes.


Their wealth is borderless, their nation anywhere with a tarmac and enough cell power to call their banker.


Those are the Yacht People. And then there are the Civilians, the 99 percent. That would be you and me. The rules—laws and norms—are different for the Yacht People than for the Civilians. That is because anybody with just $1 billion in net worth possesses a tranche of wealth greater than the gross domestic product of over 150 individual nations. The Yacht People all have multiple billions.


And at the little bistro that afternoon, I would be told—as I would throughout the research for this project—unpublishable things. In the insular world of the Yacht People, women are often the bearers of ugly secrets rarely spoken in a public place, rarer still broadcast to the world. Some of their secrets are so outrageous that they can quite credibly be dismissed as lies, because the Civilians have a default cognitive position sociologists call the normalcy bias. The normalcy bias kicks in when a person is confronted with an outrageous event like a tsunami or terrorist attack. Instinct rejects its reality. The normalcy bias also might kick in when, say, someone in power tells a story about the size of a crowd that everyone can see—on television and in photographs—is just not true. The instinct tells you to disbelieve your own eyes.


Throughout history, the combination of unchecked wealth and power has been known to beget creative depravity. At the far end of the spectrum, Roman emperor Tiberius in Suetonius’s The Twelve Caesars, amused himself by training little boys he called his “fry” to swim between his thighs and nibble and lick him. Some more recent examples of debauchery from modernity’s Yacht People include: the late Russian billionaire Tamir Sapir, a sometime Trump business associate, was fond of decorating his yacht with the hides of every endangered exotic animal his minions could find. Prostitutes are a more common decoration. A Russian billionaire associate of Trump’s indicted campaign manager Paul Manafort, Oleg Deripaska, owns the yacht featured in a YouTube video of the Russian Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Prikhodko cavorting with prostitutes. Sometimes jets stand in for yachts: billionaire Jeffrey Epstein, accused of recruiting dozens of underage girls into sex slavery on his jet and “orgy island.” Trump’s current labor secretary, Alexander Acosta, was the Florida prosecutor who cut the deal with Epstein’s team of lawyers, in which Epstein was charged with, and pled guilty to, just one count of felony solicitation of prostitution for which he spent thirteen months in prison. He is now free to roam his private island, a fate of which less-monied sex offenders condemned to life in grimy halfway houses can only dream. Another billionaire’s jet, sometimes used by ex-president Clinton, was dubbed Air Fuck One.


During the few years that Trump himself owned a yacht (before divesting it as his businesses went bankrupt), he rarely floated around on it, but kept it docked and used it to occasionally hide his mistress and host parties for aspiring young models, whom one attendee said “were there as consumables.”


Inside Yacht People world, there is almost no upside to blowing the whistle on anyone or anything, until or unless one’s funds are threatened. Even then, complaints are best settled quietly, as a battalion of lawyers lies in wait, on all sides, and on retainer, with subpoenas and vast reserves of expertise and the investigative capacity with which to prosecute expensive lawsuits, some with utterly no standing but still financially and emotionally draining, life-ruining, until the whistleblower is bankrupt, agrees to silence, or is squashed like a bug.


As Balzac noted, the very rich are able to fulfill their “myriad caprices” to the utmost of sensibility. If those caprices include treating women like products to be bought, molded, used, and sold like fancy cars, no one dare call it by its street name.


The women in the House of Trump—all having served variously as models, arm candy, reality-show stars, scandal wallpaper in the American living room, and shopping channel mavens—are vestal virgins in a temple of acquisition. They are significant even for those who don’t worship there, for what they reveal about the emotional life of the forty-fifth president of the United States and his views on the proper role of women. And where they come from and what they do now and in the future matters because they have or have had the ear of the most powerful man on earth.


Theirs is a role curiously out of time. During the course of Donald Trump’s adult life, a span of fifty years, America became a better, more tolerant nation, and the women’s movement was a big reason why. Trump, however, is a living link to another era. His first prenuptial agreement was crafted by mob lawyer, Senator Joseph McCarthy acolyte, and Richard Nixon ally Roy Cohn. (Former president Barack Obama was in high school when Cohn wrote it up.) Norman Vincent Peale—evangelist of mid-twentieth-century self-improvement—presided over his first wedding.


When Trump first married, marital rape was still exempted from American laws. There were still families, including Trump’s own, where female bodies carried the taint of a kind of primordial taboo. Trump’s dad, for example, found the word pregnant so offensive it was banned in the household. Abortion had been legal for only four years when Donald first got married, meaning it was illegal throughout his college and early bachelor days.


Coming of age in the 1960s, Trump was not in league with the flower power cohort of his generation. He dodged the draft himself, but is not known to have publicly opposed the war. His people were the law and order people. But he did take something of that era with him throughout life. It had to do with women. As cultural historian Todd Gitlin has put it: “Trump represents the other side of the ’60s. He’s not operating in the spirit of Martin Luther King Jr., God knows—he’s operating in the spirit of Hugh Hefner. That’s his ’60s: the liberated guy fucking around at will, grabbing women. He’s living the Playboy philosophy as Hefner articulated it.”


Until Donald was well into his twenties, American women were defined by their marital status, either Mrs. or Miss, limited mainly to working as nurses, secretaries, or teachers, and were still vastly outnumbered by men in graduate schools. About half as many women worked outside the home as do today. Now that women are more independent, and working mothers have pushed men a little into the drudgery of domestic work, some men are confronting an existential crisis, and as much as any lost factory job or fading national whiteness, putting Dad back in charge is one Great part of Trump’s “Again.”


The Trump Queens are in many ways at least as surreal as their king. Four immigrants attached to the most nativist president in living memory, they exist beyond the dramatic changes in the lives of the average American woman over the past half century. Two of them are picture-perfect Cold War James Bond movie honeytraps who grew up in cabbage soup–scented homes in peasant Mitteleuropa. Arguably, Donald Trump might never have met a real-life Russian in situ had his first wife, Ivana—a fluent Russian speaker—not gone with her homebody husband on his first trip to Moscow and St. Petersburg (then called Leningrad) in 1987. These immigrant women were forced from their native homes by circumstances beyond their control—marriage, the wolf of poverty at the family door, wars and global politics—and also in some cases by their own acquisitional and aspirational urges. Their participation in transactional relationships—signing the billionaire’s prenup and trading personal freedom and ability to speak out for money—has set them apart from the common herd as well. The Queens now preside over the court of an end-times American Camelot on acid, wielding enormous power over stylists and foreign dignitaries in exchange for hourly surviving the ultimate reality-show challenge: meeting Donald Trump’s exacting and archaic standards of what it takes for a woman to impress his fellow oligarchs and captains of supranational corporations.


They surrender their power in measures of dignity in order to enhance his. For, as the president once said, “It really doesn’t matter what they write [about you] as long as you’ve got a young and beautiful piece of ass.”


Also, like The Donald, the Trump Queens are models for the aspirational American. His homesick German grandmother founded what became the Trump Organization during the Depression. His mother left a life in muck boots and a cramped peat-smelling cottage on a cold, impoverished Scottish island to live as a maid inside the palatial home of the wealthiest family in New York, a transformation that occurred in the time it took a steamer to cross the Atlantic in 1929. All Donald’s wives embarked on an upwardly mobile class journey at a time when enormous wealth has shifted away from the bottom and middle and toward the top, enriching those lucky enough to be standing around when the wave crashed over them.


Each of his wives became a Trump brand. His eldest daughter, the only one to the manor born, the inheritor of the Queendom, is also his greatest brand extension.
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If the rich are different from you and me, then Donald Trump is even more different from the average rich person. His emotional life has been described as a series of transactions, and his passion is more stirred by urges for revenge and approval than love. He has had many toys, but never seemed to take personal satisfaction in his boats and private planes and palatial dwellings. Like the women, the things serve as set pieces for business.


To fit in, the Queens of Trumplandia live in a world of mirrors, literally and figuratively. They can’t step outside without a rigorous inspecting in the glass. Those images are then fed back to them daily, by paparazzi and all the other cameras always aimed at them, and all that is uploaded onto the internet. They dangle in the moving prism of this disco light and the shiny marble halls and floors reflecting their images back at them, smaller and smaller and smaller into infinity.


Mirrors. Cameras. Stylists schooled at fashion magazines and catalogs help turn them into ideals of magazine and Times Square advertising. As Trump brand extensions, nothing they do or say reflects anything that Civilians consider “real.”


They possess some of the most photographed female faces in the world. They are expected to pose. They all share in common the instinct of putting one foot forward, toe pointed just slightly out, the First Position of Sears catalog modeling.


They are masters of the still face. Like Trump, who watches his face on TV with the sound down, they have studied and selected a small range of expressions to be deployed in public. Their very faces are on brand message.


For a generation they have belonged to America’s tabloid wallpaper. A tabloid lexicon exists for them. Their diamond rings are “dazzlers.” Their ensembles are “sizzling.” They have belonged to the ranks of the spangly, sequined, boob-jobbed, nose-fixed, mascara-smeared, and easily satirized C-List females, famous for being famous, a celebrity backdrop that one could, and many did, ignore.


Others did not ignore them at all. On the contrary, they were transfixed by the aspirational hallucination of Trump and his real-life menagerie of females:


Ivana, the nouveau riche’s capitalist version of Tammy Faye Bakker: they were weeping sisters on the same stage at the same time.


Marla, the wedding-cake bride, frozen forever in time, holding the knife over the fabulous cake in her confection of a dress, minutes before it all melted back to mom jeans and Mall of America reality.


Little Ivanka, the Caroline Kennedy of Kardashians, famous for her father’s brand, educated at the best schools, born to trademark and to pose.


And finally, Melania, the cypher goddess of the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition, a woman who looks like she lives inside an ad for Lexus or BMW—an ad in which car and woman are parked together, symbiotic, before a mansion with a long, gated driveway and palms.


Lights. Camera. Brand. Their names are on jewelry, creams, hotel spas, on the shopping channel and Lifetime television and on lines of “affordable” clothes and shoes made in China, sometimes knocked off the Italian originals.


“Get the Look,” they said, on TV and on the internet. And many women tried and are still trying.


On QVC, the home shopping channel nascent back in the 1990s, you could sit on the couch at home and buy a “House of Ivana” peekaboo faux-silk blouse for $79.99, a rrrromantic look, Ivana told you, sitting in her own chair on camera for four or five hours a day, a couple of weeks a month. On good days, Ivana’s personal-enrichment telethons raked in $200,000 an hour.


A generation later, one could go online and find the Ivanka Trump collection, the daughter’s version of Mom’s home-shopping brand.


For a while before the campaign, one could still browse melaniatrump.com and order bracelets and necklaces dripping with affordable gems that the New York Times Style mavens called “Louis XIV via Atlantic City.” The website stated that the Melania Trump Caviar Complexe C6 skin cream was created “through intense collaboration with Melania’s research laboratory.” There, according to the website, “it was discovered that the secret to anti-aging can be explained in three distinct parts. This is known as the aging pyramid.” The aging pyramid had three sides: “loss of nutrients, extrinsic stress, lack of receptivity.” The skin-care deal fell through. But the Melania brand and presumably her research laboratory can be up and running again, and has years of life ahead, juiced and replenished as it will be by her first lady years.


Everything about the family was for sale. Even the $10,800 gold bangle Ivanka wore on 60 Minutes after her father’s election, and if not that, other “looks” she’d worn as a political factotum for Dad, including the Ivanka Trump pointed-toe black Athyna pump for $89 and the Embellished Mock-Neck Sheath Dress for $138.


The brands all have a price tag hanging off them. The little tags add up to pin money for the Trump women. They don’t live on the money. According to financial records the Kushners filed when they accepted federal employment in the White House, the Ivanka Trump branded products generated only about $5 million in income between January 2016 and May 31, 2017. The bulk of the couple’s combined net worth consists of art, tech, and real-estate holdings that total upward of $800 million.


If you really want to “Get the Look,” and you have an extra $50,000 lying around, and the time on your hands for discreet convalescing, you can go to one of the plastic surgeons in New York, or Dallas or Palm Beach, who specialize in “the Ivanka Nose” or “the Melania Face.”


We know so much about them, the Queens of Trumplandia. As a clan, they entered our consciousness during an era when newspapers still mattered and employed gossip columnists who were so powerful that powerful people would call them up personally and tip them off to what they were going to do next to this or that spouse.


In dusty boxes at the libraries of New York tabloids, clippings about the divorces and all things Donald deemed too frivolous to digitize are filed away and yellowed. Hundreds of snippets, packed into yellow envelopes labeled “Ivana 1988–89” and “Divorce” crumble when unfolded. There the Trumps are with Michael Jackson, there is Ivana before her ethereal beauty faded, there is Marla’s father, on a publicity junket to New York to “open up” to Liz Smith, and then Marla in her wedding dress.


We know so much about them, there is so much arcana, so much we’ve forgotten and are forgetting, because we consumed them the way we consume thumbed-over magazines in the mani-pedi chair. But the Trump Queens’ interviews and writings and exercise videos and other broadcast ephemera are still available online, on eBay and on blogs and in their autobiographies, in biographies authorized and unauthorized, on television, and fixed for electronic-age eternity on YouTube. There they are on Instagram, and there, on Twitter. Ghostwritten books and television movies tell us how they met their men, what they eat and drive, the sorts of marble and paint and art and expensive furniture they surround themselves with, the clothes they wear, their hopes and dreams. And much of it is for sale.


And yet we don’t really know much about them at all. It’s impossible, among the mirrored walls of tabloid coverage, the publicists and lawyers, and their own airbrushed versions of their lives, to know what is true and what is not. They might not know either. Piecing their stories together is like looking into a kaleidoscope, turning the dial, watching the colors reorder themselves in endless permutations.


They are a family of secrets, secrets maintained with nondisclosure agreements and litigious attention from lawyers on retainer, who slap restraining orders on wives, exes, and employees and who threaten journalists and photographers. Trump is famous for muzzling everyone around him with NDAs. One legend passed around in New York is that former Trump Organization employees, bound by their NDAs into silence, have formed a support group where they can talk about what happened to them. The lawyers pull the NDAs out of safes and shove them at ex-employees, they wave prenups at the exes, they drag journalists into court. The lawyers are there to menace professional investigators, other lawyers, government regulators, and journalists, like guard dogs snarling at the perimeter of the Mexican-manicured lawns of their clients’ lives. Trump has also employed his own thugs, ex–law enforcement bruisers who deal with what the lawyers cannot solve.


There are at least two stories about how Trump met each of his wives: one told by him and his entourage, and a different one told by the Czech police, or the Slovenians, or Marla herself. Both versions are equally valid. Truth flickers in halls of mirrors and is malleable with alternative facts. Perception is more important than reality, a lesson Ivanka learned at Daddy’s knee, and shared in her first book.


Because of that primary rule, Trump women, women who know or have known Donald, also live in states of fear in inverse ratio to their power and wealth. Even the most powerful and wealthiest are not living entirely without fear. Their world is always circumscribed by the threat of litigation, a cutoff of funds, and emotional if not literal blackmail.


Trump lives with a peculiar fear of his own. “Women have one of the great acts of all time. The smart ones act very feminine and needy, but inside they are real killers,” he wrote in Trump: The Art of the Comeback. “The person who came up with the expression ‘the weaker sex’ was either very naive or had to be kidding. I have seen women manipulate men with just a twitch of their eye—or perhaps another body part.”


A germophobe, Trump is horrified by female bodily functions, especially menstruation and childbirth (pregnancy is okay; it makes breasts grow). Breastfeeding famously disgusts him. Postpartum women (aka mothers) disgust him. Divorcing his first wife, he told a journalist he didn’t like sex with mothers. “He said, I don’t want to sleep with a woman who has had children,” New York Post writer Liz Smith recalled. Like the Hebrew ascetics who wrote the Bible, and the African shamans who ban menstruating women from villages, like his father, he is infected with the ancient patriarchal belief that women’s natural functions are taboo. And for Trump, the trouble with modern women is, you can never know when these female killers have blood coming out of their “wherever.”
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This book is chiefly about the six most important women in his life, including Donald’s grandmother and his mother. It is not as much about the women he has employed and been close to in his business or political life, a small group of women he has trusted variously with guarding access and his personal schedule (Norma Foerderer, Rhona Graff, and Hope Hicks), the building and selling of his tower (engineer Barbara Res, saleswoman Louise Sunshine), and speaking for him on television and helping plot strategy (Kellyanne Conway). Nor is it about the women with whom he has had affairs, or who have accused him of sexual misconduct. The six women closest to Donald Trump—Lothario and, simultaneously, proud family man—include four immigrants who, for better or worse, shaped the intimate life of this unrepentant white nativist from birth through today, and his views on women.


Three are wives, women who chose to live with Donald Trump. They reaped unimaginable rewards for their ambition and grit: first, the inimitable narcissistic delight of attention from a powerful and rich man, who at one time was also attractive. Next, they were draped in pearls, diamonds, emeralds, and other gems, displayed to the world and admired and envied. They were exalted at weddings fit for Marie Antoinette, which were attended by dignitaries and political panderers; waited on by stylists and designers; further ego-gratified by modeling, advertising, and the odd theater or movie or TV part—all arranged by Donald, who loves nothing better than to do deals for his females.


For all that, they do pay a price in loneliness and public humiliation. Average women who encounter men like Donald learn how to navigate with smiles, gentle brushings away of groping hands, changing the subject—the many tricks of female subservience. They conduct business, and then—usually—get the hell out.


The ones who stick around for any length of time do not resist, they go along. That is the essence of their complicity. They become expert at walking on stilettos and posing for pictures. They must know exactly what lighting and cameras can do to a woman’s face and body, and they are never inattentive to such details, because they know that the image, and not them in the flesh, is what really matters in the brand kingdom.


They cultivate a public facade of serenity, all the better not to inspire that lurking fear of devious female power that haunts him.


To maintain favor, they might even need to get boob jobs in their teens and Botox in their twenties, the latter to ward off early onset RBF (resting bitch-face).


Unlike women of lesser valor and grit, these women stay the course.


These women aren’t girlfriend-girls. They cannot be. Whether they believe it or not, they publicly agree with Paris Hilton, who would say of the women who came forward to describe Donald Trump’s predations: “I think that they are just trying to get attention and get fame. I feel like, a lot of people, when something happens all these opportunists will come out.”


They, like the beauty at the bistro, can’t trust anyone.


The best of them—Melania—is capable of intense physical self-control and social isolation. She prefers the company of her family, a clan of Slovenian peasants who became rich beyond their wildest dreams, and have no earthly reason to relinquish that wealth and go back to rolling potica in the Slavic heartland. She is so private that she reportedly cried when Donald was elected. She has never in her life needed parties or large groups or had any interest in wielding power. Money, yes. Power, no.


Her stepdaughter, on the other hand, is interested in power. She wants to be the first female president. She will be Queen of the realm. Or the daughter who will bring down the father, as reviled political strategist Steve Bannon predicted.


By middle age, Trump had settled into a role as a professional arbiter of female beauty, owner of pageants and his own model agency. He had a specific idea of how women should look, and he made them follow it. Higher heels, smaller bikinis for all!


To be less than camera-ready is to be liable to be cast out. To be old is to be cast out.


The women closest to him accept that they are subject to inspection and judgment. And we know where they all rank thanks to hours of recorded free association sessions on The Howard Stern Show with the radio jock acting as psychoanalyst.


STERN [on Melania]: She must be great in the sack. She must have magic. . . . She must do something.


TRUMP: I made a good deal.


STERN: She must be driving you crazy. . . . And she’s not a—she’s not a pain in the ass like Ivana?


TRUMP: No, she’s great.


STERN: That Ivana, what was the worst? Boy, thank God, you got out of that.


TRUMP: Well she was fine.


STERN: And that other floozy. What was her name?


TRUMP: Marla was good too. I mean, hey, they were both . . . Howard, they were both great.


Caveat Reader


Of course, I find Donald Trump’s attitudes toward women abhorrent. When thirteen women came forward in a matter of weeks to testify that Trump had in fact done to them something like that uncontrollable magnetized kissing and grabbing that his wife and supporters described as just locker room talk, he denied it. “The events never happened. Never. All of these liars will be sued after the election is over,” Trump said during a speech in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.


I happen to know one of the women and I have interviewed others, and I believe them.


In the end, Trump didn’t have to sue his accusers. He was elected President of the United States. He moved into the Oval Office, and has continued to call his accusers liars, even as powerful men in media, tech, and Hollywood are getting sacked and prosecuted for similar or lesser depredations against women. Time and mores have changed around him, and he has not, so far, changed himself. One reason for that is the bulwark of women around him, their beauty, poise, and flinty finesse protecting him from angry, jealous, ugly hags who want to bring him down.


In part to avoid the litigious whims of a billionaire with lawyers on lifetime retainer who has always used the law as a cudgel to silence and intimidate people, this book severely limits its exploration of the salacious rumors and gossip that surround its subject matter in favor of published material, legal and archival documents, and interviews with living people who know the subjects.


It is intended to be neutral on the women, although the author’s opinions about Trump will in some places leak through.


While I worked on this book, people sometimes asked me: Does Donald really have sex with Melania? You will not find that answer here. I believe it is impossible to know what goes on inside a marriage, any marriage. It is also impossible to know precisely how a mother’s love for her child is mutated and altered by homesickness, longing, lack of love—or a love of Louboutins—a broken heart and abandoned dreams, loneliness, illness, depression, and the economic realities of life for women.


The dead don’t talk. The living—mostly—abide by their NDAs.
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PART ONE





Elisabeth and Mary, the Mother Figures


Elisabeth Ann Christ, Trump’s paternal grandmother, was barely out of her teens when she left a German village with a husband eleven years older. Widowed as a mother of three children at home, an ocean away from her kin, she took her late husband’s nest egg and started the Trump Organization, investing, building, borrowing, and building again, a cycle of debt and creation that became the hallmark of the company. Elisabeth was a stern, no-nonsense presence in her grandson’s life until his late teens. The example of her strength and competence left him with an ability to trust a select few women—the ones he wasn’t “banging,” as one friend put it—to handle his schedule and other business matters. She also passed on an Old World propriety that emerged in Donald as germophobia, as well as a belief that German blood made a person cleaner and more efficient than others.


Mary Anne MacLeod, Trump’s mother, emigrated to New York as a teenager and became a maid in an American castle, the home of Andrew Carnegie, one of America’s richest men. From her, Donald inherited his craving for the royal and his enduring sense of being not “classy” enough.
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CHAPTER 1
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Elisabeth Christ Trump


She so wanted to go home.


It was October 11, 1905, the day after her twenty-fifth birthday. Elisabeth Christ Trump lay on a bed in a Bronx apartment, wracked with labor pains. Her sister-in-law, Katherine Schuster, was in the apartment, helping her, along with other women from the German community in Morrisania, the German immigrant neighborhood in the Bronx, the borough of New York City where she and her husband now lived.


It was a modern metropolis, but horses still pulled carts outside the apartment building. Over a prairie six hundred miles west of New York, the Wright Brothers had just flown the first airplane that could stay in the air for half an hour, but Elisabeth would be a middle-aged woman before air travel became commonplace. The mirrored skyscrapers and palace apartments and black screens that her descendants would gaze into and inhabit were decades into the future. She would know almost none of it.


And yet she was bringing it, slowly and painfully, to life.


She could hear German being spoken, but the familiar sound did not make this place, 539 East 177th Street, home. Not at all. The passing Third Avenue elevated train outside reminded her of that fact with tedious regularity, a kind of screeching metronome to her labor pains.


Home, at this time of year, was a place where the grapevines had turned red and yellow, where in the afternoon on an October day like this one, the sun would turn the sloping fields that ended just at the back doors of the homes in the little village to shimmering gold. There were no screaming trains, no teeming muddy streets; there was no cement, no filth and plague and disease from the hordes of immigrants—like her, from Europe, but otherwise very different, not as clean—all of them jostling in the hot, loud streets and at the fruit and vegetable stalls.


She knew just how far away home was, having now crossed the ocean not once but several times, the first to accompany her new husband to this New World, New York, in 1902. She would cross the ocean twice more on steamers, trying to get the German government to let her husband stay, and failing, before finally surrendering to her fate as a German-American immigrant.


She’d had baby Elizabeth in her arms and was already pregnant again on the sad, last trip away from Europe and back to New York, a few months ago, on the steamer SS Pennsylvania. They left during high summer in Kallstadt, the season when everyone was so gay, grapes still green on the vines. They could walk through the vineyards downhill to Bad Dürkheim, the spa town where tourists came to take the healthy waters.


By the end of that day, she had delivered her second child, a boy. They named him Frederick, after his father, Friedrich, but with the new spelling. He would be, unlike them, an American. Unlike them, he would be able to hide his native origins. His mother’s homesickness, her longing for the village in Germany, her preferences and dreams and fears, would pass into him as a desperate affinity for cleanliness and efficiency, a disdain for frippery and nonsense, and a deep attachment to order and self-control as a bulwark against chaos and urban filth. And the boy, as a man, would pass those same qualities and quirks, mutated and attenuated, but still recognizable, to his own son.
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In 1885, a fatherless but resourceful sixteen-year-old German boy named Friedrich Trump, the second son in a family of two boys and four girls, set off from a tidy little winemaking village near the border with France, to seek his fortune in America. The boy had trained as a barber, but haircuts and shaves didn’t promise the great fortune that he already knew beckoned in the far, far mountains of the American West.


Millions of German immigrants were starting farms in the American Midwest. But young Trump’s American dream was in the Far West, where, legend had it, young men might make a fortune.


After a few years, he left New York and crossed the continent to Seattle, where thousands of men—grizzled, beer-smelling, unwashed, and wearing the same set of clothes for months at a time—were arriving on foot and by ship to prospect for silver and gold. As his grandson would, Trump knew instinctively what those rough men wanted and what they would pay for it. And he found a way to sell it to them, from Seattle to the Yukon and to the very edge of the Arctic Circle.


In Seattle, Trump bought a saloon and eatery called the Dairy Restaurant, serving beer, food, and “private rooms for ladies”—code for prostitutes. Long before jets and Microsoft, when it was still a rough pioneer town, Seattle’s chief industries were gambling and prostitution. Trump arrived in the city during the ascendancy of the latter business, thriving with a ratio of men to women in town of around a hundred to two. A few years prior, in 1888, legendary Madame Lou Graham—also from Germany—had arrived and built a lavish, genteel bordello opposite the city’s chief Catholic establishment, the Church of Our Lady of Good Help. To drum up business, she and other “parlor house” proprietors paraded new girls around town by carriage.


Trump stayed in Seattle for two years, then spent the rest of the decade following gold and silver rushes, running, folding, and then re-creating saloon/restaurants to serve miners following word of newly discovered lodes and seams as far north as the Yukon. As prospectors moved to more promising territory, Trump simply packed his restaurant to follow the business—once by raft. Losing half of his equipment and furniture in a mishap on river rapids during that move slowed but did not cancel his business plan.


His last establishments were near the Klondike silver seam in Canada. In the spring of 1901, just as the North-West Mounted Police announced a plan to suppress gambling and liquor sales and to banish “the scarlet women” from the area, Trump sold off the furniture, pots, and pans, and left the Wild West behind for good. After ten years, the young man had saved up the equivalent of 80,000 deutschmarks, a tidy sum for a nest egg. He had enough to return to Kallstadt, deposit his money in the local treasury, and without delay, find himself a wife.
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It’s unlikely that Friedrich Trump told his ten-years-younger bride the rude details of the origins of his nest egg—at least not in the beginning. Whatever rough habits he’d picked up in the outback (and according to his grandson, he was a “hard liver”) he kept buttoned up while in Germany. But the porcelain-doll beauty who was destined to mold that small fortune into the roots of the Trump Organization was, despite her looks, no Bavarian cream puff.


In the photograph, in spite of the stern expression and the starched white, high-collar Edwardian dress, there’s a delicacy to the pale, oval face. It’s a very familiar face: Her genes are strong in her grandson Donald Trump, even more so in the faces of great-grandchildren she would not live to meet, especially the fairer ones: Eric, Ivanka, and Tiffany Trump.


Elisabeth Christ was born on October 10, 1880, the only daughter of Philip Christ and Ana Maria Christ. The family owned a little vineyard, but that didn’t provide much income, and Philip Christ supported them as a tinker, repairing and polishing utensils and selling pots and pans out of the family home.


Elisabeth had three brothers. The eldest, Ludwig, fought for the Kaiser in World War I, survived, and became a mayor in a nearby town. The middle brother, Johannes, remained in Kallstadt and lost his own son Ernst in World War II. The larger Christ family, all distant relatives, lost a total of five men fighting in Hitler’s army.


When Elisabeth was a girl, she lived in a small two-story traditional fachwerk house across the street from a slightly larger dwelling of the same type, which was the Trump family home. Both houses were simple wooden-and-plaster structures, but the Trump home had a walled-in garden, whereas the walls of the Christ house were planted in the edge of the road.


The couple married on August 26, 1902, then sailed to New York to set up their first house in an apartment in Morrisania, the Bronx. Trump went to work as a restaurant and hotel manager, barbering on the side.
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In the first decade of the twentieth century, New York City, with its electric streetlights, skyscrapers, soaring bridges, streetcars, and ferries, was a hive of human life thrumming with noise, people rushing hither and yon, and it surely overwhelmed the young village girl who was Trump’s bride. But she wasn’t entirely alone either. The city was packed with German transplants like her and her husband, as well as second-generation Germans whose parents had arrived in the city during earlier migration waves.


For fifty years, New York City had boasted the third-largest population of Germans in the world—only Berlin and Vienna had more—and by 1900, one in four New Yorkers was of German descent. Their ranks included engineers like John Roebling, a German immigrant who built the Brooklyn Bridge (and died on it), and millionaires like John Jacob Astor, born near Heidelberg, who turned his fur trade fortune into a real estate empire.


But for every Roebling and Astor there were hundreds of anonymous Germans who would live and die in relative poverty and obscurity in the smoky, seedy neighborhoods of early twentieth-century Gotham. They belonged to a city buzzing with change and growth. Old, low buildings were being razed for steel-frame skyscrapers and office towers of more than twenty stories. The vast majority of German immigrants in New York were working as laborers, maids, or servants of other kinds. Trump’s sister worked as a cook for a member of the prominent New York Cooper family.


Fred and Elisabeth Trump were a small cut above the unwashed immigrant herd, living in one of the first Bronx apartment buildings with running hot water, private bathrooms, and electricity.


In April 1904, Elisabeth gave birth to her first child, a daughter they called Elizabeth—her name, but with the American spelling. Almost immediately, the young mother—overwhelmed by the anonymity of the big city, alone with the duties of child care so far from her family—was stricken with homesickness. The new home wasn’t idyllic either. Frederick (he’d Americanized his name) was ambitious and energetic, but a hard drinker, possibly even alcoholic, a man roughened by a decade in the mountainous West.


A few months later, as the steamy New York City summer was ripening the horse dung, sewage, and food rubbish, the Trumps were on an ocean liner again, headed to Germany. Back in Kallstadt they enjoyed the summer wine festivals, and reconnected with loved ones. Elisabeth wanted badly to stay in Germany, and so did her husband. But the government of Germany would not repatriate Trump because he was technically a draft dodger (a family trait—neither his son nor his grandson would serve in the wars of their generations either), for having left the country before he was eligible and then returning when he was too old to serve.


During one blissful year in Kallstadt, while her husband wrangled with the authorities, Elisabeth raised her baby girl, cozily tucked away in the fachwerk home where she grew up, tending window boxes and walking among the vines.


Then, it was over.


A last letter from the German government exiled Friedrich. The Trumps—with Elisabeth now pregnant again—sailed back to New York. Trump set up shop as a barber at 60 Wall Street. The same building a century later housed the American offices of the German giant Deutsche Bank, implicated in Russian money laundering and the bank that loaned Frederick’s grandson Donald Trump hundreds of millions of dollars when American bankers would no longer touch him.


Elisabeth was no happier in New York in 1905 than she had been before the trip home to Kallstadt. Even after moving to a newer apartment in a building with iceboxes and hot water, she longed for Germany. Frederick Trump tried to get back to Germany again, sending off another pleading letter in December 1906. In it, he explicitly stated that his wife was “unable to adjust to life in the New World.”


Eventually, Trump gave up and refocused his efforts on making his way in the New World. He took a job managing one of Manhattan’s new hotels, one with a new liquor license. That job—which put him back in a more refined version of the saloon lifestyle he’d left behind in the West—kept him away from home for long hours, leaving Elisabeth alone in an apartment with two children under the age of five, and very soon, a third on the way.
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Elisabeth gave birth to Frederick Christ Trump, her second child and first son and the father of the future President of the United States, on October 11, 1905—a day after her twenty-fifth birthday. As with the first child, she delivered her second at home. The witness who signed the birth certificate was a Dr. Haas, the same doctor who would witness the birth of her third and last child, John, also at home, two years later.


Despite the doctor’s signature, American childbirth in 1905 was a social, domestic event, and even more so for the German immigrant women, who clanned with one another in the alien city. Friends and family came together during the labor, taking turns encouraging the mother and bringing fresh water and linens to the midwife. At the time, home childbirth was the norm for most American women—not just German immigrants. More than 90 percent of American women—urban and rural—had their babies in their own beds, with women around them and a midwife attending. Families with money—and the Trumps were middle class—also had a doctor on call, usually a male, with forceps and the latest medical birthing knowledge and technology at the ready. Except for the doctor, if one was invited, men were not in the birthing room. It was the ultimate precinct of women.
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In 1910, Frederick bought a house and an adjacent vacant lot on First Street, a quieter street in Queens. It wasn’t Kallstadt, but it was heavily German, and at least here the children could play outside in summer, and ice-skate and sled in nearby parks in winter. The neighborhood was so Teutonic that the Kallstadt wine was on sale at a German market nearby.


In the decade before World War I, “German-American” was a hyphenated label that bothered no one. Among his own people, Frederick Trump did business in the German language. He and Elisabeth spoke German inside the home and publicly with shopkeepers and other neighbors. And their three children didn’t speak much English until they went to school. They felt no shame to being German. Even as the Great Powers chafed against each other in Europe, the thought of an armed conflict between the US and Germany struck most German-Americans as “absurd.”


But, in 1914, war broke out in Europe, and it soon directly affected the German-American community. The United States entered the war on April 6, 1917, instantly erasing all pride in the label “German-American.” Now Elisabeth, Fred, and every other German in America could hear themselves called by a new epithet—Huns. Walking down the streets of New York, they might also hear a number of other muttered wartime slurs—Jerry, Kraut, and Fritz. Overnight, the designation “German” disappeared from businesses, and the names of practically all higher institutions. Rampant Germanophobia cost countless men their jobs, and made them and their families pariahs in non-German communities. The bands at the beer and social clubs went quiet.


And, most important for Elisabeth Trump, German speakers took their language indoors.
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While war raged abroad, at home Elisabeth settled into the life of a suburban wife, toiling at domestic chores that were still not easy in the era before dishwashers and machine laundry. She had enough to do at home and did not need to join the women taking the jobs that millions of male soldiers had left behind. For American women, the war years and just after were significant. The first woman was elected to the US Congress. Women marched for the right to vote (granted in 1920) and risked jail to teach others about safe birth control methods.


None of this meant very much to Elisabeth Trump, a foreign-born woman far more comfortable in her native tongue than in English, living in a German enclave as a housewife, and financially cared for by a husband who went off to work and handled their finances. But she was forced out of domestic tranquility and isolation on a sunny May afternoon in 1918 when Frederick Trump died in a matter of days of the Spanish flu. He was forty-nine. He did not live to see the end of World War I in November 1918, or to enjoy the short-lived rehabilitation of the German identity in his new country.


In an interview late in life, his eldest son, Fred Trump, recalled the day his father died. Fred was twelve, and he and his father were walking on Jamaica Avenue, where preparations were under way for the next day’s Memorial Day Parade. Frederick Trump suddenly turned to his son and said he felt sick. At home, Fred’s father went to bed and never got up again.


The death was so sudden—the Spanish flu killed young people with a rapid-onset pneumonia—that the boy felt nothing at first. “It didn’t seem real,” he recalled in an interview years later with family historian Gwenda Blair. “I wasn’t that upset. You know how kids are. But I got upset watching my mother crying and being so sad. It was seeing her that made me feel bad, not my own feelings about what had happened.”


Widowed and with three children under the age of fourteen to care for, a German immigrant after four years in a wartime country that had stripped German names off foods like hamburger and sauerkraut and outlawed the teaching of German, Elisabeth was suddenly very much on her own.


She faced all the social and legal restrictions that women of that era had been fighting against, plus being regarded as a Hun.


She could legally be denied an application to open her own bank account, and she could not vote. Nor—given both her circumstances as a mother and the legal restrictions on women working—could she easily find work outside the home.


She took in sewing, and applied her husband’s nest egg, worth $31,359, the equivalent today of $508,360, to the first Trump building investment. Elisabeth’s business model was an embryonic form of the debt-leveraging, borrow-build-borrow style that remains a hallmark of the Trump Organization today. With “extraordinary determination,” a local Queens newspaper reported, she had hired a contractor to build a house on the vacant lot her husband had left her along with their house, then sold it, and used the money to buy land and build another, banking the mortgage money. When she had $50,000 in capital, she incorporated. On April 16, 1927, the newspaper announced the incorporation of a business called E. Trump & Son.


The story of Elisabeth has been written out of the official Trump saga. Her grandson, just shy of twenty when she died, gives all glory to his father, and credits Fred with the idea that became the seed of the Trump Organization. According to Donald, Fred only needed his mother around to sign the checks, because he was too young. That story would require that young Fred, at the age of fourteen or fifteen, had the financial understanding, business acumen, and wherewithal to conceive how to apply his father’s nest egg to a small piece of property and develop it using a fairly sophisticated (for a fifteen-year-old boy) scheme of development, debt, and mortgages.


As a man, Fred Trump could look back on his mother’s role in the family business and easily write it off, and write himself into the business history, because every law and custom in America in the 1920s conspired to build a wall of challenges against any woman—immigrant or American-born—who wanted or needed to run her own life. Under state laws, husbands were designated as “head and master” of the household, with unilateral power over jointly held property. Laws kept women out of the workplace. The minimum wage did not apply to them. Private employers could legally refuse to employ women with preschool children, pregnant women were legally refused employment, and at the same time women had little choice in the question of whether or not to bear children. Politically and legally women were barely citizens. In the matter of inherited money, men were granted automatic preference over women as administrators of wills.


But Elisabeth Christ Trump’s central but almost invisible role in what became a real estate empire coincided with a moment of change too. In the 1920s, a “New Woman” appeared on the scene. She was younger than Elisabeth, part of a generation that came of age with the Jazz Age and the right to vote, and who believed females could have careers and families simultaneously. These women were also beneficiaries of nascent Freudian psychology, the gateway to sexual liberation.


The Austrian Jewish doctor who had revealed the sexual underpinnings to all human behavior hailed from her neck of the woods, but Elisabeth was definitely not a New Woman. Widowed mother Elisabeth was just a little too old, and much too Old World and too formal and too busy with survival to belong to the flapper generation, the wild young things who discarded corsets and heavy, stiff dresses, aiming for a gamine, thin, flat-chested, and long-limbed look, who publicly smoked, drank gin, and swore.


The once homesick china-doll beauty would never relinquish her Victorian formality in dress or manner. In one of the few pictures of her that survive in the public domain, she is wearing the high lace collar and corseted, stiff shirtfront of the turn of the century, when she came of age. Fred inherited his mother’s stern, joyless fortitude in facing the challenges of being a single mother in Depression-era New York. Her other legacy to him was her yearning for a mythic—to him—homeland, and an Aryan sense of racial superiority.


At age twenty-one, on Memorial Day in 1927, Fred was among those arrested at a Ku Klux Klan rally that turned into a melee involving a thousand white-robed men marching through Queens. Three months later, across the Atlantic and deep in Middle Europe, in August 1927, Hitler’s Nazi Party held its third congress, called the Day of Awakening, in what is now remembered as the first Nuremberg Rally.


Elisabeth’s homeland, Germany, was about to lose most of its sons—including at least one of her nephews—to Hitler’s war.





CHAPTER 2
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Mary Anne MacLeod Trump


Mary Anne MacLeod was the tenth and last child born to a fisherman and his wife, on May 10, 1912, in the tiny town of Tong on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides. She was just a wee thing, as the islanders would say, only seven years old, when catastrophe struck that would mark her people and her generation. Two hundred of the island’s finest young men drowned in a shipwreck within sight of the village. The tragedy was probably one of her earliest memories. In the way that history shapes individuals, who then unwittingly shape history themselves, the disaster was a catalyst that ultimately sent the girl who would birth a president far from her home.


The Isle of Lewis, a windblown speck of rock and peat at the northerly edge of the Hebrides, had been controlled by local clan chiefs, the MacLeods, MacDonalds, Mackenzies, and MacNeils. In the nineteenth century, the English and their allies the landed Scottish lords instituted a brutal policy called the Highland Clearances, expelling peasants from farms and communities all over northern Scotland in order to empty the land for sport hunting and sheep grazing. Crofters, who had lived for centuries on the land, eking out a bare subsistence from the rocky soil by constructing “lazy beds” on which to grow potatoes and other crops that could withstand the fierce and ever-changing weather, lost everything.


Genealogists believe that Mary Anne MacLeod’s ancestors were among the poor farmers kicked off their plots by the landowners, and forced to live for generations in destitution in the small towns to which they had migrated seeking food, shelter, and work. Her branch of the MacLeod family had remained on Lewis through the hard years of the 1800s, while tens of thousands of mainland Scots and Hebrideans, facing starvation, emigrated to Canada—some under threat of force.


When Mary Anne was born, the remaining islanders maintained ancient traditions, crofting as tenants, fishing on all but the stormiest of days, and speaking Gaelic at church and school even as the English overlords discouraged it. Mary Anne was born in a croft house, which her father had owned since 1895. The two-bedroom house had recently been converted from an ancient and indigenous island “blackhouse”—constructed of stone and with a thatched roof, which let smoke from the open peat fire seep out without need of a chimney. Ten siblings, the two MacLeod parents, and probably some grandparents, all shared the cottage.


Mary Anne learned speech, songs, and psalms in a Gaelic-speaking household. When she was old enough, she studied English, her second language, along with other fishing and crofting children at the little Tong school. On an American immigration form, Mary Anne reported that she was educated to the equivalent of America’s eighth grade, meaning she left school at around age thirteen or fourteen, presumably to work on the croft or in some other job to help boost the family income.


The Isle of Lewis was and still is deeply religious, and at the time it was experiencing a series of hard-core revivals with a tinge of popular rebellion against the establishment. Church was serious business. Women and men both wore black to services, and four Sunday services made the Sabbath a daylong affair.


The MacLeod family belonged to the Scottish Free Church, a relatively more conservative congregation, in the nearby town of Stornoway. The dignified gray stone structure was planted on the gentry’s street, Matheson Road, lined with handsome brick mansions built by and for the families of the local merchants and wealthier landowners. To distinguish the residents of Matheson Road from the rest of sheep- and fish-smelling islanders, in their muck boots and oilers, the town forbade the poor from walking on the street.


The ban would have included the fishing MacLeods.


The MacLeods lived on the edge of what the locals called “the saltings,” a several-miles-square tidal flat between the hamlet of Tong and the larger town, that at certain times of the day turned into quicksand as the tide rose. To get to church, the family would pick its way across the flat in muck boots—a perilous journey that only the fishing families who lived on its edges would attempt. Even with their knowledge of the safest route, people were regularly lost.


As a girl growing up in Tong, Mary Anne had a single example of a more opulent way of life, in the gray, three-story Tudoresque Lews Castle, perched on a hill across a tidal inlet from the main harbor. Built in the mid-1800s by the same Matheson after whom the high road was named, the turreted and perfectly intact castle was surrounded by sprawling manicured woods and a great green lawn, all of it long since scraped free of peat-smelling crofters and their sheep. From any point along the harbor, the little girl could look across the muddy inlet and up at the crenellated turrets and beveled, jewel-like windows, portholes into a life of elegance, wealth, and ease.


After the clearances, the First World War devastated the community’s population. The Isle of Lewis and the fishing town of Tong were a long way from the trenches of the Great War, but they gave a higher percentage of young men to the effort than most places, having been promised they would get land in return for men. (When the owners did not keep that promise, Lewis men rebelled, and won back their crofts.) The island’s surviving soldiers were further decimated by the shipwreck in which more than two hundred of them returning from the war drowned on New Year’s night 1919, during a storm and within sight of Stornoway. The captain and the soldiers had been celebrating and drinking, and failed to notice the harbor rocks until it was too late.


Because of war and that disaster, by the time Mary Anne was old enough to notice boys, the women of Tong dramatically outnumbered the men. Without available husbands, Tong offered the MacLeod girls no future. They left for the United States, one by one. Mary Anne’s older sister Catherine left first, fleeing the scandal of having become pregnant out of wedlock. She gave birth and left her newborn daughter at home before setting sail for New York in 1921. Within a few years, two more sisters, Christina and Mary Joan, emigrated.


Mary Anne arrived in New York on May 11, 1930 (some reports suggest November 29, 1929), after nine days on the steamship Transylvania. In paperwork, she declared her intention to file for US citizenship. Although her son Donald would later claim she came to New York on a holiday, papers show that she listed her occupation as “domestic” and had no intention of going back. On one passenger list for all aliens—anyone not a US citizen—she declared that she intended to seek American citizenship, and in answer to “whether alien intends to return to country whence he [sic] came,” she wrote, “no.”
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