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Introduction

The majority of Americans found themselves in uncertain economic circumstances in 2015, many in scary straits. Living paycheck to paycheck even with two working adults in the family had become the norm in America. By 2015 many people had been down so long, walloped by economic shocks in 2000 and 2008, they believed the future was not President Ronald Reagan’s Morning in America but endless debt and potential homelessness. The rent was too high, the wages too low. It was a time of anxiety for most, even as those at the top gathered riches beyond the imagining of any generation before them.

It was a perfect time for a master con artist to lay waste to the desperate and cheat them out of what they had, all the while telling them that he was really their friend and helper. Donald Trump was a man for that time.

Trump was a master huckster. He had successfully fleeced investors, cheated workers and vendors, ripped off students of his fake university, and outmaneuvered banks that loaned him more than a billion dollars that he never paid back. He had even cheated novice roulette players at one of his casinos in what was supposed to be the most heavily regulated industry in America. And he had gotten away with it. He had never been arrested, never been charged with a crime, even though Mayor Ed Koch of New York City once said he deserved 15 days in jail for sales tax evasion.

He’d even gotten away with forgery, as his own tax lawyer and accountant testified under oath in one of his two known civil trials for income tax fraud, both of which he lost.

While Trump was known in New York society as a cheat, a liar, a manipulator, and a deadbeat, and although he had been fined $200,000 for replacing women and minorities in an attempt to placate his biggest casino customer, the worst that had happened to him was lawsuits, fines, and being shunned by some at high-society affairs like the annual Met Gala in Manhattan.

But that was not the Donald Trump most Americans knew, or thought they knew, certainly not those who lived far beyond New York City and Atlantic City.

To much of the American public Trump was a hero, a larger-than-life business genius who could turn anything to gold while thumbing his nose at the American aristocracy. He was a modern Midas with a series of trophy wives and endless riches. And he ate the same fast food they did.

Trump created this image on the NBC television network, which for years aired his shows, The Apprentice and Celebrity Apprentice. The shows made the network a fortune. They earned Trump the cash he needed to pose as a multibillionaire, and, more important, they made him famous in what he called the “real America” of small towns, farmland, and cities where no one wore bespoke suits or designer dresses. And he had that signature line—“You’re fired!”—which in a perverse way gave relief to people who knew they could be fired at any time and for no good reason.

His television shows were no more real than the paint that made his name appear to be carved in gold letters. It was fool’s gold all the way for anyone who believed his protean story. To anyone who understood business, his show was laughable. But his audience was largely people who had never been in a boardroom or an executive suite, didn’t know what was taught in management schools, had no idea what makes businesses succeed. And so the ridiculous narratives played in prime time as believable tales of business acumen.

What people watching his show, and a majority of the rest of America, wanted was a leader who would relieve their financial distress. Trump appeared to provide them with what they yearned for: a hero who cared about them, a man who they believed would champion their desire to escape decades in the economic doldrums.

The year that Trump came down the escalator of Trump Tower to announce his campaign for the presidency, the economy was on the mend, but not fast enough to make up for the devastation caused first by the dot-com bubble bursting at the turn of the century and then by the 2008 Great Recession, which by some measures caused more harm than the Great Depression of the 1930s. Tens of millions of Americans who worked steadily, took care of their families, and tried to do their best kept being stymied by circumstances beyond their control. Their wages had stopped rising decades earlier. Ninety percent of American households had less income, adjusted for inflation, in 2015 than they had in 1973, according to tax data.

Even in households with two working adults, many people struggled to keep afloat. The vast majority of Americans had no savings, and more than a few relied on payday lenders who charged interest rates that a few decades before would have earned them prison sentences for usury. By 2015 those interest rates had been legitimized by the courts, Congress, and state legislatures. Health insurance plans didn’t fully cover even routine care. Pensions were disappearing.

Many good-paying jobs, especially in manufacturing and mining, had vanished, some gone to China, Mexico, or Vietnam, others never to return, especially in coal mining, as competing fuels were cheaper and cleaner. And job security? By 2015 no one’s job was secure, not even those teachers and professors who supposedly had tenure for life.

The plight of most Americans could be summed up by the acronym ALICE: asset limited, income constrained, employed. By this measure, developed by the United Way charities, a family of four in high-cost states such as Connecticut, New Jersey, or California needed more than $60,000 a year just to provide the basics of modern life. Only one in five jobs paid that much in 2015, the annual Social Security wage report showed. The median wage, including for part-time workers, was just $29,930, less than $600 per week.

And yet some Americans were rich beyond imagining. Trump had his own Boeing 757 jet; some ultra-rich couples had his-and-her private jets. Megayachts costing hundreds of millions of dollars sat at anchor on every coast. Mansions and even apartments sold for tens of millions of dollars.

It’s so unfair, was Trump’s message to average Americans, and it wasn’t your fault.

Trump didn’t waste time with 32-point plans and talk about human capital investment, labor market elasticity, and productivity charts. He spoke to people in language they understood. He told them that the elites in Washington, in that swamp along the Potomac, were rigging the system for their own benefit and were doing so at our expense. Wall Street was buying up and shuttering or selling overseas the companies that owned the mills in towns across America.

Trump blamed border-crossing Mexicans for an increase in rapes and murders even though violent crime in the U.S. was on the wane. He blamed China for stealing jobs. He blamed Muslims for everything.

And then he made the promises people wanted so badly to hear. He pledged economic growth greater than anyone else suggested possible, up to double the average of the postwar era. He promised to bring back coal mining jobs. And he vowed to defeat the elites who wanted what Trump falsely claimed were cancer-causing wind turbines to generate electricity.

The coastal elites, Trump said, those with a fancy education and a big paycheck, looked down on those who never went to college, who lived in what the elites considered flyover country. He told his audience that he alone could save them from lives of endless debt and worsening misery. No one else cared about them, he said. At every rally he told the crowds, “We love you.”

Combined with this were his decades of practicing just how to appear on camera, how the angle of the camera, the lighting, the way he smiled or glowered would affect his audience, few of whom would ever grasp that they were his marks.

He told lies barefaced and bold, daring and dumb, distracting and disinforming. He lied even when telling the truth would have been better for his ego and personal enrichment. Trump, his family, and his cronies would soon train tens of millions of Americans to believe that there is no objective truth, that whatever he said was true, and anyone challenging his version of events was a liar. It was a strategy of deceit, disruption, and distraction that no high school civics text had prepared Americans to understand. And it worked, bringing to power by far the most dishonest, disturbing, and destabilizing administration America has ever seen. Trump promised to “drain the swamp” in Washington. But once in power, he stocked it with the most voracious economic predators and polluters in the country. Almost from the first day, he denounced duty, honor, reason, and rationality, all bedrock principles of self-governance on which our Constitution depends.

At the core of Trump’s lying was the myth of the modern Midas, who turned everything he touched to gold just by putting his name on it. That myth had its genesis in a 1977 meeting in the New York City mayor’s office, when police had to remove Trump forcibly—a story never before revealed.



This book examines Trump’s promises against his performance. It completes a trilogy that began with my 2016 biography of Trump and continued with my 2018 assessment of his first year in office.

The Big Cheat documents how Trump did what he has always done: promise the moon, the sky, and the stars, and then deliver rocks and sand, if that. In the closing weeks of his presidency he not only tried to overthrow our government, he left behind policy changes that showed his disregard for his promises and his contempt for the people who had put him in office, actions that barely registered in the news from Washington.

The most diligent Trump watcher could not follow everything Trump & Co. did in his four years. I know because from the day of his announcement Trump has been the focus of my work and that of the journalists at DCReport, an online news organization which my friend David Crook and I started to make sure the substance of what Trump did to our government would be recorded. Yet even as I researched this book I kept coming across things I had missed or forgotten or whose significance had escaped me at the time, especially actions taken on days when Trump engaged in his most outlandish or outrageous behaviors.

Through it all Donald Trump, his extended family, and his cronies, including the swamp dwellers he nourished rather than vanquished, used his presidency to get richer, to set up lucrative future opportunities, and to escape their own financial quagmires. Some gorged on tax dollars; others put their greed ahead of our national security. Some focused on small potatoes. And although Trump promised he would staff his administration with “the best people,” some of them proved inept both at their assignments and in their efforts to loot the U.S. Treasury.

Topping the list of those who got richer while Trump was in the White House are his daughter Ivanka and her husband, Jared Kushner. They scored 18 sweetheart mortgages totaling nearly $800 million, as we shall see in the pages ahead.

This book draws on my experience covering Trump, investigating his financial dealings, and exposing his lies dating back to 1988, when I left the Los Angeles Times to cover the casino industry in Atlantic City for the Philadelphia Inquirer. I expected that casino gambling would expand across America, which it did almost exactly as I predicted in my first book, Temples of Chance, much of which documented Trump’s incompetence, ignorance, and dishonesty.

Parts of this story you may know, others you may learn were not as you had understood, while still other elements will be entirely new, events lost in the torrent of bad behavior that was the Trump presidency.

Public office, and in particular the American presidency, is a public trust, a position of honor. Presidential powers should be used to strengthen and improve our democracy. When that happens, freedom and opportunity benefit the American people, and America itself shines as an example to the world of what can be accomplished when the human spirit is free to flourish, aided by a government whose leaders seek to enhance the public good—not commit larceny.

Five months after Trump left office, a state grand jury in Manhattan returned an extraordinary indictment against the Trump Organization and its chief financial officer, Allen Weisselberg. The indictment detailed a calculated 15-year-long criminal tax fraud conspiracy that included all four years that Donald Trump was president. Soon after Weisselberg resigned from his Trump Organization positions.

The indictment asserts that Weisselberg “evaded approximately $556,385 in federal taxes,” plus a third of a million dollars in state and city taxes through the conspiracy with the Trump Organization. It said he and his wife received an apartment free of rent including parking, utilities, and cable television; each enjoyed a leased Mercedes-Benz; and they were reimbursed private school tuition for grandchildren among other hidden compensation.

No president or former president has ever before been a figure in a felony case, much less one covering his years in office.

The 15 felony charges, if proven at trial or by confession, would establish that the president of the United States knowingly presided over criminal activity, including criminal offenses against the United States government, that continued to the day of the indictment, July 1, 2021.

While Trump was not named in the indictment, he is the sole owner of the Trump Organization. Eric Trump testified under oath in 2011 that no business decision was made without the approval of his father, a point that others have consistently made about the tight control Donald Trump exercised over his business.

Donald Trump worked so closely with Weisselberg that their offices were on the same floor of Trump Tower while Don Jr., Eric, and Ivanka—all executive vice presidents—worked on a different floor. Numerous associates have said publicly that Weisselberg knows where every dollar came from and where it went.

Detectives brought the 73-year-old Weisselberg to court in handcuffs. Both he and the Trump Organization entered not guilty pleas on July 2, 2021. A state judge released Weisselberg on his own recognizance.

Significantly, other than the formality of not guilty pleas, no one involved denied the facts charged in the indictment, indicating that the criminal defense lawyers know that prosecutors have their clients cold with virtually no prospect of an acquittal if the case goes to trial. Were the Trump Organization convicted of felony crimes, the state of New York could have it dissolved, its assets used to recover the taxes evaded and the costs of prosecution.

In summer 2020 I said the eventual outcome of the grand jury investigation would almost certainly be a New York State racketeering and criminal enterprise charge under Article 460 of the New York State penal code. John Moscow, the Manhattan prosecutor who successfully pursued the BCCI global banking case scandal three decades ago, concurred with my opinion when we appeared together on Brian Ross Investigates on Law & Crime television. Over the next year, many former prosecutors, criminal defense lawyers, and law professors appearing on national television adopted my view.

That law, upon conviction, would allow the state to seize the Trump Organization’s assets as the fruit of criminal enterprise. It’s also an easy charge for juries to understand, unlike tax cases, which can sometimes be defeated by confusing jurors and suggesting it’s so complicated that one can innocently violate tax law. Since Trump has said he is the greatest expert in world history on taxes, and Weisselberg is a certified public accountant, those defenses likely would not carry much weight with jurors in a criminal trial.

Trump issued a statement. “The political Witch Hunt by the Radical Left Democrats, with New York now taking over the assignment, continues. It is dividing our Country like never before!”

Trump Organization lawyers also didn’t try to deny the charges, an astonishing position given what that says about Trump’s presidency.

Ronald P. Fischetti, a criminal defense lawyer representing the Trump Organization, belittled but did not challenge the accuracy of the charges in his statement: “This is a sad day for the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office. After years of investigation and the collection of millions of documents and devoting the resources of dozens of prosecutors and outside consultants, this is all they have? In my 50 years of practice, I have never seen this office bring a case like this and, quite frankly, I am astonished.”

Cases of prosecuting hidden compensation are not unusual, despite Fischetti’s remarks. They are, rather, garden-variety tax fraud cases.

The indictment was the first but certainly not the last that the Manhattan grand jury will bring. A host of former prosecutors, defense lawyers, and I all said on various national television programs that the first indictment had two primary goals: to persuade Weisselberg to flip on Trump and to scare family members, employees, and anyone else who participated in criminal schemes with the Trump Organization to turn state’s evidence in hope of avoiding prison.

The indictment detailed a scheme to hide $1.76 million of Weisselberg’s compensation from federal, state, and city tax authorities.

While Fischetti and other Trump lawyers dismissed this as small potatoes, suggesting it is common practice, the sum is significant. An American at the median wage, about $660 a week in 2019, would have to work more than 51 years to earn that much money.

In what surely set off alarms among Trump family members and business associates, the indictment revealed that the Trump Organization kept two sets of books in some years.

Only a criminal enterprise has reason to keep more than one set of books. The whole point of accounting ledgers is to maintain a single—and honest—record of income and spending.

Throughout his presidency Trump was dogged by questions about whether he was a tax cheat. In 2018 the New York Times published an exhaustive inside look at how the Trump Organization, Donald Trump, and his siblings engaged along with their father, Fred, in schemes to evade income, gift, and estate taxes while at the same time jacking up the rent on rent-controlled and rent-stabilized apartments in Brooklyn and Queens. The Times project was based on 18 bankers’ boxes of tax records supplied by Mary Trump, a cousin who says she was cheated out of most of her inheritance by Donald and his surviving siblings.

Soon after the Times exposé, Donald’s older sister Maryanne Trump Barry resigned as a federal court of appeals judge in New Jersey. That stopped a judicial ethics inquiry into whether she was a tax cheat just as it started.

While federal judges have granted themselves such extraordinary favors as being able to stop an ethics investigation by resigning, former presidents do not enjoy them.

The felony charges against the Trump Organization, if proven, would establish beyond all doubt that Trump committed “high crimes and misdemeanors” while in office.

Trump sued in 2019 to prevent enforcement of a state grand jury subpoena, which ultimately resulted in the indictments. The subpoena sought his personal and business accounting and tax records held by the Mazars USA accounting firm. The firm said it would obey whatever the courts ordered.

Twice Trump took this case all the way to the United States Supreme Court. Both times the justices unanimously rejected Trump’s assertion that as president he was immune from criminal investigation. His lawyers argued that immunity applied even if he committed murder and that this immunity covered his life as a private citizen before he became president.

Trump’s audacious claim of absolute immunity, a claim more commonly invoked by absolute monarchs and dictators, drew a sharp rebuke in July 2020 from John Glover Roberts Jr., the chief justice of the United States.

“In our judicial system, ‘the public has a right to every man’s evidence.’ Since the earliest days of the Republic, ‘every man’ has included the President of the United States. Beginning with Jefferson and carrying on through Clinton, Presidents have uniformly testified or produced documents in criminal proceedings when called upon by federal courts,” Roberts wrote, citing a 1742 British parliamentary debate to show how long this principle had been in force.

The high court sent the subpoena case back to the federal trial court for a technical review because it was the first time that a president had challenged a state court criminal subpoena. By the time the high court got around to upholding the subpoena the second time, after which Mazars immediately turned over more than a million pages of documents, Trump was a few weeks out of office.






— 1 — Original Lie


Donald Trump’s 2015 announcement that he was running yet again for president began with a nationally televised lie that it seemed no one caught that day. Had it been reported at the time, had it made front-page headlines and the network news broadcasts, this lie might well have turned Trump into a laughingstock. But the lie got lost amid coverage of Trump’s hour-long rant pronouncing the American Dream dead and calling Mexicans rapists and murderers. He got air time to insist that, unlike any other politician in either party, he could fix what ailed America.

It was just the first of tens of thousands of documented lies he told over the next six years as candidate, president, and—to use a term he hates—former president. What I will call Lie One made Trump’s campaign appear to be a popular movement Americans were aching to join. It began late on the morning of June 16. Melania Trump stepped onto a Trump Tower escalator, followed by her husband. Loudspeakers blared “Rockin’ in the Free World,” Neil Young’s angry 1989 protest against the presidency of George H. W. Bush, the epitome of establishment Republicanism.

“I see a woman in the night,” the singer belted out as Melania descended toward the lower lobby, the networks cutting out the lyrics that followed moments later: “she hates her life and what she’s done to it.”

Melania’s tight white dress drew eyes away from the small crowd behind her, partly visible through a low glass partition that prevents people from falling onto the escalator. Television viewers saw the crowd for just a few seconds, but close examination of the images later showed each person had plenty of room, most of them standing only two deep. Many wore white T-shirts pulled over their street clothes, with TRUMP stamped across their chest.

Down on the main floor, Ivanka Trump, in a competing tight white dress, had just finished saying that her father needed no introduction. Then she devoted five minutes to a fanciful list of virtues Trump wasn’t known for, notably hard work and his desire “to make a positive contribution to society.”

Affixed to the podium was a sign that said “TRUMP” in big white letters, and below, in a smaller font, his campaign slogan: “Make America Great Again!”

Soon Trump stood at the podium. He had choreographed every aspect of what television viewers could see, right down to telling journalists where to position their video cameras and lights. At many events he would tell the more docile ones which questions to ask.

Trump stood in front of a row of large, gold-fringed American flags, their crisp red and white stripes neatly angled toward the viewer’s right. He positioned himself between two of the flags so that the stars framed his face in an attempt to make him look heroic.

“Wow. That is some group of people. Thousands,” Trump began, trying to be folksy. He paused. He waited to make sure the live national television audience heard the burst of applause, the first of what would become forty-three rounds of clapping and hollering. He claimed the crowd was bigger than any rival had drawn. This was a lie, but it wasn’t the big lie that day.

One tip-off to the lie was the applause that followed Trump’s assertion, “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with them. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”

Trump was speaking in liberal Midtown Manhattan, so the applause he got for his description of Mexicans was inexplicable. But that incongruous response to his bigotry didn’t make the network news that night or the major newspapers the following day. Instead, some, such as ABC News, focused on a remark that Trump wanted them to highlight: “Sadly the American dream is dead. But if I get elected president I will bring it back, bigger, and better, and stronger than ever before.” Instead of scrutinizing the audience reaction, the New York Times focused on how Trump’s gaudy lifestyle would play in Iowa. The paper didn’t even directly quote his bigoted remarks on Mexicans, dryly noting that “he vowed to build a ‘great wall’ on the Mexican border to keep out rapists and other criminals, who he said were sneaking into the United States in droves.”

But the next day an entertainment industry trade publication, the Hollywood Reporter, exposed the lie behind the crowd’s 43 rounds of applause. The seemingly enraptured Trump supporters were actors and extras taking advantage of a chance to make some quick and easy money.

Extra Mile, a New York casting company that hires people to populate the background in movies and television programs, had sent out an email seeking performers to salt a June 16 event “in support of Donald Trump.”

“We are looking to cast people for the event to wear t-shirts and carry signs and help cheer him in support of his announcement. We understand this is not a traditional ‘background job,’ but we believe acting comes in all forms and this is inclusive of that school of thought.” The acting job was to last less than three hours. “The rate for this is: $50 CASH at the end of the event.”

Corey Lewandowski was Trump’s campaign manager in 2015. He denied paying anyone to attend the event. That, too, proved to be a lie. We know this because a campaign watchdog organization, the American Democracy Legal Fund, filed a formal complaint that August with the Federal Elections Commission. It is illegal to pay organizations and people for work on a campaign without disclosing who they are and how much they are paid. Seven months after the announcement, the Trump campaign admitted to the elections commission that it had paid Gotham Government Relations a $12,000 fee to recruit the performers, via its subcontractor Extra Mile, who feigned support for him and applauded his racist tirade. Commission staff noted that this long delay in paying and confessing could be prosecuted, but recommended leniency.

This foundational lie, Lie One, of a mass upwelling of popular support was the corrupt seed that grew into mighty crowds at rallies. There Trump found people so angry over their circumstances that they wanted to join his assault on America. These were the millions of Americans left behind economically, especially former factory workers, as new global trade rules allowed big companies to close shop at home and take advantage of cheap labor overseas.

Trump gave aid and comfort to those who feared racial minorities. He turned up the heat on long-simmering tensions between white Americans who feared that they or their descendants would become the new minority and those who embraced diversity and immigration. Those Trump attracted wanted people of color, women, and minorities to know their places as second-class citizens. In supporting Trump they found a way to express the desire of many to Make America White Again.

Among the many other lies told during the announcement of his candidacy, was one that people should embrace Trump because he was a self-made billionaire. Ivanka said in her lengthy introduction to the man who needed no introduction, “Throughout his career my father has been repeatedly called upon by local and federal government to step in and save long-stalled, grossly over-budget public projects.” These were, in fact, projects he got paid for and which, in the case of Wollman ice skating rink in Central Park, he falsely told vendors he was rebuilding pro bono so they would not charge him for their work or only charge costs.

Trump’s story that he was “really rich” held appeal even for many people who disliked, even detested him. They bought into his claim that his net worth was in the billions of dollars. During his announcement that he was running for president, Trump put a number on it: $8,737,540,000.

Days later he would claim that his net worth was much more, greater than $10 billion. That, too, was a lie, as Trump’s financial disclosures after he became president would show. Assuming those disclosure statements were trustworthy, and using the threshold of $50 million for assets he said were worth that much or more, his net worth when he entered the White House was about a tenth of his highest claim. Both Bloomberg and Forbes, which run competing indexes of billionaires, put his net worth at a few billion, acknowledging that many of his properties were difficult, if not impossible, to value. Much of this wealth was the assumed value of the Trump name, a method of valuation similar to that used by luxury brands like Fairmont Hotels, Dolce & Gabbana, and Tiffany.

Claiming to possess great riches and showing signs suggestive of them, such as his personal jet, were critical to fulfilling his long-sought desire to commandeer our federal government and then squeeze every opportunity to put taxpayer money into his enterprises. And, of course, he wanted to get his family, friends, and political allies in on the profiteering as well.

Even news organizations bought into this tall tale of great wealth, routinely referring to Trump as a billionaire or multibillionaire, even though there has never been verifiable evidence that he is worth even $1 billion. Trump is certainly a rich man, but the best evidence comes from my former New York Times colleague Tim O’Brien. Trump let O’Brien examine his tax returns and other financial documents. O’Brien put Trump’s fortune in 2015 at a few hundreds of millions of dollars. Even that assumes he doesn’t have significant hidden liabilities.

The myth of the modern Midas started with the remaking of the once-grand Commodore Hotel next to Grand Central Terminal in Midtown Manhattan. The derelict hotel fell into the hands of the Trump family in the 1970s, when Fred Trump, Donald’s father, arranged through his outer-borough political connections to rebuild the hotel into a high-end Hyatt.

In late 1977, Abe Beame was the lame-duck mayor of New York. Beame was also a longtime ally of Fred Trump, who had put money into his campaigns for years. Fred called Beame, saying he needed his help, and the mayor agreed to a meeting.

Beame called his advance man, Jonny Messer, into his office. Messer, six years younger than Donald Trump, had grown up down the street from the Trump home. He was among those familiar with Donald’s boyhood bullying including throwing little rocks at a baby in a playpen next door to Fred and Mary Trump’s home.

“Freddie’s coming to see me and I may need you to get the schmuck out of the room,” Beame said, referring to Donald, who was 29 years old at the time. “Freddie’s bringing Donald with him and because of that, if I just need to talk to Freddie privately, I’m going to ask you to take Donald out for a walk.”

When the Trumps arrived, Messer went outside to greet them and bring them to the mayor’s office. “Jonny Messer, look at you all grown up in a suit and tie,” Fred snarked, while his surly son said, “[Epithet deleted], what are you doing here?”

Fred explained to the mayor that he wanted to revise the Commodore Hotel deal to make it Donald’s first big project. Beame threw his hands into the air, saying he doubted he could do anything about that. After all, he had only two of 22 votes on the city’s Board of Estimate, which controlled city contracts, making it the center of power in New York City.

According to Messer, Donald bolted out of his chair, leaned across the desk, and jabbed the 71-year-old mayor with his index finger, shouting, “You are going to do what my father wants you to do.” Fred grabbed his son and pulled him away from the mayor, who was a foot shorter.

The mayor and Fred Trump continued talking about the project until Donald jumped out of his chair a second time and again leaned across the desk and jabbed the mayor. At this point, Beame turned to his aide and said, “Jonny, take him for a walk.”

Messer sized up Donald and decided he needed backup. “Push the blue button,” Messer said to Beame, referring to one of three buttons under the mayor’s desk. One summoned his secretary, another Messer; the blue one alerted the two cops seated just outside the mayor’s office.

The cops, one tall and lean and the other short and heavy, stepped in. “Take him for a walk and lock him in a closet,” Messer recalled Beame saying.

When Donald resisted, the officers put the ends of their batons under his armpits to prod him out of his chair and then muscled him into the hall and outside, Messer trailing. They forced Trump into his father’s waiting limousine, then ordered the driver to give them the keys, which one of the cops tossed to Messer.

Donald got out of the car and started walking. “Where you going?” one of the cops asked. Donald touched his pockets and realized he had no money on him. “Here, take the subway,” said one of the cops, tossing him a quarter, half the subway fare at the time.

Donald eventually returned to the mayor’s office, where his father ordered him to apologize. “Donald mumbled something I couldn’t make out,” Messer recalled.

Trump was similarly threatening later to lawyer Richard Ravitch, then chairman of the New York State Development Corporation, over his demands for a Commodore Hotel tax exemption, which eventually cost the city more than $410 million. “If you don’t give me a tax abatement, I’m going to have you fired,” Ravitch recalled Trump saying.

Eventually, the project went ahead as Donald’s, though his father’s backing and influence made the financing possible. Beame issued an order in his last weeks in office: “Whatever Mr. Trump wants in this town he gets.” Donald got a property tax abatement for four decades, boasting later that had he asked for 50 years he would have gotten it, such was his power to make golden deals and avoid taxes.

In this story of how the Trump saga began, we can see Donald’s arrogance and his belief that rules don’t apply to him. He set out to turn his run for the White House into a profit-making enterprise, to make his brand more valuable so he could get more for licensing his name. And if he had to lie and cheat along the way, none of that would be new for Donald Trump.






— 2 — Jobs Mirage


A month after his Electoral College victory in 2016, Donald Trump called a press conference to demonstrate that he would make good on his frequent campaign promise of economic and job growth the likes of which America had never seen.

It was an event filled with good news. However, it also had a secret purpose that would not emerge for years, a purpose that proved lucrative for Trump, bad for jobs, and came with the added risk of a new kind of explosive modern horror, as we shall see.

Six weeks before the election Trump spoke at the New York Economic Club, telling the members about “a plan for American economic revival. And it’s a bold and ambitious and forward-looking plan to massively increase jobs, wages, income and opportunities for the people of our country—the great people of our country.” But his speech offered barely an outline, let alone a plan. It had few details. The key specifics he did promise mostly disappeared when his tax-cut bill was signed into law in 2017.

Trump’s promise was something that millions of Americans desperately wanted to hear. Decades of economic woes weighed people down even as television celebrated the rise of a superrich class with mansions, personal jets, and yachts the length of a football field. Corporate loyalty to workers was gone. No one had job tenure, a fact reinforced by Trump’s signature line, “You’re fired.” The disappearance of good-paying manufacturing jobs, coupled with rising debt and middle-of-the-night anxiety from knowing that one unexpected health crisis could mean bankruptcy had soured many people on the established order. Federal Reserve data showed that the net worth of the typical middle-income family with children headed by an adult age 35 or younger had shrunk so much that it was a smaller in 2016 than in 1986.

Trump promised economic growth of 4, 5, even 6 percent a year, figures no one else was talking about. In this century America’s gross domestic product (GDP) has grown by more than 3 percent only three times, most recently in 2015 under Barack Obama, when growth was 3.1 percent. The average this century is just 2 percent per year.

Even people who couldn’t explain what GDP is knew that Trump was promising to double or triple the economy’s growth rate, promising boom times. They knew this would mean more money, more jobs, and more opportunity. His promises ignited hope among the dejected for a better future for themselves and their children. Millions of families, left behind as America moved on from an industrial economy to a service economy, watching as their jobs moved overseas, believed that Trump truly was their economic and social salvation.

Trump received a phone call from a Japanese executive soon after election night and invited the man for a private chat in his Trump Organization office. After the meeting, the president-elect emerged in the Trump Tower lobby all smiles, upbeat as could be.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Masa of SoftBank of Japan,” Trump announced, indicating his companion, “and he has just agreed to invest $50 billion in the U.S.” To create, Trump said, 50,000 jobs.

Trump’s guest was Masayoshi Son, the richest man in Japan. Son was just 24 years old when he started SoftBank in 1981 as a software distribution company. He invested his profits wisely in emerging cell phone companies and other digital enterprises, and SoftBank soon grew into one of the world’s 40 largest companies with publicly traded stock. Son’s most lucrative investment was in Alibaba, a Chinese start-up loosely modeled on the e-commerce retailer Amazon. In just 14 years SoftBank’s $20 million investment soared to $60 billion.

As a wealth and job creator, Son enjoyed credibility galore. Trump didn’t. Trump spent money wildly for show. He overpaid for trophy assets like the Plaza Hotel at Central Park and a yacht originally built for the Saudi arms dealer Adnan Khashoggi, both of which he subsequently lost.

Trump and his siblings had inherited thousands of outer-borough apartments from their father. Donald quickly sold them so he could get instant cash to fuel the burning holes in his pockets, losing out on rental revenue that would have gushed more and more cash year after year. And he persuaded his siblings to sell those apartments to a single buyer, a strategy that meant they almost certainly got far less than what skillfully plotted sales to multiple bidders would have raised.

The inheritance and his father’s cash infusions over the decades had made Trump rich, but his fortune was nothing compared to the wealth of Masayoshi Son. That day in the Trump Tower lobby, with Son at his side, Trump basked in the glow of the television lights. Then, after the cameras left, the president-elect tweeted, “Masa said he never would have done this had we [Trump] not won the election!”

That wasn’t true.

SoftBank had announced its investment plans two months earlier. It had formed a partnership with Saudi Arabia to invest in high-tech start-ups. The Saudis put up $45 billion of the $100 billion in the fund that Softbank would manage, signing a contract before the U.S. presidential election. The other investors reportedly included cash-rich companies Apple, the database company Oracle, and Qualcomm, which makes semiconductors. The celebratory partnership Trump and Son formed turned out to be a lucky strategic move for SoftBank. Trump had often criticized Japan, accusing it of harming the American economy and American workers and taking advantage of incompetent American trade negotiators. But Trump adored the Saudis.

During one of his first campaign rallies Trump bragged about how much the Saudis liked his apartments. “Saudi Arabia, I get along with all of them,” he told the crowd in Mobile, Alabama, in August 2015. “They buy apartments from me. They spend $40 million, $50 million. Am I supposed to dislike them? I like them very much.”

That same month Trump registered new corporations to manage a hotel he planned to bear his name in Jeddah, a Red Sea city that many Muslim pilgrims pass through on their way to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.

And it wasn’t just individual Saudis putting money in Trump’s pocket. In 2001, the Saudi government had bought the 45th floor of Trump World Tower in Manhattan for its diplomatic mission to the United Nations.

Just as Trump claimed credit for Masayoshi Son’s planned investment, he said in February 2019 that his daughter Ivanka had created “millions of jobs.” Ivanka was tasked with working on Trump’s Pledge to America’s Workers, a White House initiative to encourage training for young adults and professional development for workers in a variety of industries. The program did not create jobs or even training opportunities; it just encouraged them. In time it came out that the number of these opportunities was similar to numbers in previous years, not a Trumpian bonanza.

Trump soon elaborated on Ivanka’s achievement, this time quoting an actual number: “Think of it: six point five million. And these are jobs that, for the most part, would not have happened” except for his becoming president.

In a November 2019 address to the Economic Club of New York Trump inflated this job claim, declaring that Ivanka had “created 14 million jobs.” Six months later, on national television, he inflated the number yet again, to “over 15 million jobs.”

How could Ivanka have created 15 million jobs when the economy had added only a tad more than 6 million since her father assumed office? And what did she have to do with job creation anyway? These statements went to the heart of how Trump’s cons worked: he created his own reality. If he said something, that made it true, even if he contradicted himself a minute later. This making stuff up became known, thanks to his adviser Kellyanne Conway, as “alternative facts.”

If any previous president had uttered such fantastical absurdities, he would have become a laughingstock. But America had become so accustomed to Trumpian nonsense, and the White House press corps so inured to Trump’s “alternative facts,” that he just continued lying like that every day and paid no price with his supporters. Trump had so thoroughly taken control of the Republican Party that even senators with secure seats dared not call him out.

Two years into Trump’s presidency, in May 2019, ProPublica, a nonprofit investigative journalism organization known for deep dives and high-quality use of data, examined the subject of job creation. Its reporters and data specialists set out to answer the question of just how many jobs could be traced to Trump’s victory.

After extensive research into corporate statements and disclosures, as well as interviews, ProPublica concluded that SoftBank’s Son and other CEOs had already planned to expand hiring no matter who won in 2016. The number of additional jobs these executives created after the election numbered just 122,000 at that point. And how many of those new jobs could ProPublica connect to Trump’s election victory, to companies hiring more because Trump was in the White House? ProPublica put the number at 797.

SoftBank really did follow through with the jobs it had planned when it looked like America would have its first woman president. Within three years the Japanese company had added about 48,500 jobs in America, a promise fulfilled by any reasonable measure. But there was more to this job creation than met the eye.

Softbank was famous for its hugely successful high-tech investments in an array of biotech and health companies, chipmakers, and cell phone providers. It also owned Sprint, the struggling fourth-place mobile phone company in America. Son had tried to sell Sprint through a merger with AT&T, the number 2 cell phone carrier in America after Verizon, but the Obama administration’s antitrust experts had prevented that deal as anticompetitive. Son believed that with Trump in the White House he might have a shot at unloading Sprint. Trump had no real understanding of antitrust law, whose purpose is to promote competitive markets, or any law for that matter. He had spent his life denouncing regulations, especially when he got caught violating them. He claimed that regulators held back the American economy.

Son’s quick action to bolster Trump’s image as a job creator would pay off for both men. Among other treats, Son got approval to sell Sprint to T-Mobile, a deal worth $26 billion to Son.






— 3 — Charity Doghouse


Donald Trump was the first president since William McKinley who didn’t have a dog in the White House. No dogs live at his private estate in Palm Beach, Florida, which he called the Southern White House, Mar-a-Lago either. Except for a poodle his first wife, Ivana, brought along when she married Trump a half-century ago, he’s never lived with a dog.

“Donald was not a dog fan,” Ivana Trump wrote in her 2017 book, Raising Trump. “When I told him I was bringing Chappy with me to New York, he said, ‘No.’ ”

“It’s me and Chappy or no one!” Ivana insisted. Trump caved, though the Canadian poodle had to sleep on Ivana’s side of the bed.

Chappy, Ivana wrote, “had an equal dislike of Donald. Whenever Donald went near my closet, Chappy would bark at him territorially.”

Trump often uses dogs as negative symbols. His rhetoric is filled with short sentences that begin with the word begging, died, fired, kicked, killed, or sweating, followed by “like a dog.” He also wields his dislike of dogs to describe women he dislikes or finds unattractive. At one 2016 campaign rally, for example, he suggested a barking sound came from Hillary Clinton.

Despite his antipathy to man’s best friend, Trump has no aversion to siphoning money donated to rescue homeless dogs to benefit himself. He’s already collected $2 million for dog charity events at Mar-a-Lago and at his golf course a few miles away in Jupiter, Florida.

The story of how Trump pocketed $2 million of charitable funds donated to rescue dogs, money that continued coming to him after he left office, is an example of how the Trump family works together to make sure that charity starts, and ends, at home. It begins with his son Eric arranging a charity golf outing to benefit children with cancer.

The Eric Trump Foundation was formed in 2007. By all appearances it was, at the start, something alien to Trump family culture: a selfless, public-spirited enterprise. Eric, who was just 23 at the time, ran it out of his apartment across from Central Park in Manhattan. The foundation had no staff. Most of the volunteer board were buddies who helped sell tickets to events, which started at $3,000. Eric devoted 200 hours a year to his foundation, which was legally classified as a public charity.

In 2007 Eric’s charity held its first golf outing. The venue was his father’s golf club in Westchester County, a short drive north of Manhattan. It soon became an annual event, and a typically tawdry Trump affair. After 18 holes, Hooters waitresses wreathed in cigar smoke served drinks and steaks.

Eric said that every dollar from sponsors and golfers would go to St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital in Memphis. Over the years more than $16 million did.

The event was staged at virtually no cost, Eric told Forbes after the 10th annual golf outing. He said sponsors donated most of the food and beverages and whatnot. And then there was his father’s generosity: “We get to use our assets 100% free of charge.”

That wasn’t true. Eric knew that, and yet he said it anyway, following his father’s practice of making up facts.

Annual tax filings required of all nonprofits tell the real story. The first year, expenses were about $46,000, a reasonable sum for an event that grossed $222,000, especially a start-up. Costs were about the same for the next three years. Then Dad demanded more money, a lot more money. Eric’s charity paid his father’s golf club $142,000 in 2011, an exceptionally high bill for a one-day outing for about 200 golfers. Soon the fee was $322,000. That’s an expense of more than $1,600 per golfer. By law the officers of charities are obligated to pay only reasonable prices and to conserve charitable assets. What Trump was charging doesn’t meet that standard.

Ian Gillule, a former marketing director at Trump National Golf Club Westchester, explained what happened when Donald Trump heard what was paid for the use of his golf course in the first four years of his son’s charity event. “Mr. Trump had a cow. He flipped. He was like, ‘We’re donating all of this stuff, and there’s no paper trail? No credit?’ And he went nuts. He said, ‘I don’t care if it’s my son or not—everybody gets billed.’ ”

Over the five charity tournaments from 2011 to 2015 Donald Trump collected just shy of a million dollars. That was on top of the roughly $200,000 he was paid in the previous four years. But even that was not enough. Trump, so adept at lining his own pockets, came up with a way to take money from the ostensibly charitable Donald J. Trump Foundation and put it into his personal bank account.

The scheme was simple. The father’s foundation made a $100,000 grant to the son’s charity. In turn, Eric’s charity paid that money to the Trump Organization for use of the Westchester golf club. As Dan Alexander of Forbes magazine smartly put it, “This maneuver would appear to have more in common with a drug cartel’s money-laundering operation than a charity’s best-practices textbook.”

Just before the price for using the Trump golf course tripled, the board of the Eric Trump Foundation changed. His buddies were gone, replaced by 17 new members, including Trump lawyer Michael Cohen, the head of a company doing millions of dollars of business with the Trumps, and Eric’s girlfriend and later wife, Lara. Any independence the Eric Trump Foundation had had was gone. It became a de facto subsidiary of the Trump Organization.

Eric’s charity also stopped directing all of its support to St. Jude, but without telling supporters. It gave about $500,000 to other charities, some with no connection to childhood cancers. Three of the charities that received grants from Eric’s foundation started holding events at Trump golf courses, paying Donald far more in fees than the grants they received.

It was a diabolically clever way to transform charitable donations—the fees that golfers paid—into a marketing budget for the Trump golf course. Best of all, because it was charity money that attracted the new business, it was deductible and didn’t cost the Trumps a dime.

Eric insisted he had done nothing wrong in any of this, but he also announced that he was suspending operations of the foundation.

“Contrary to recent reports, at no time did the Trump Organization profit in any way from the foundation or any of its activities,” Eric stated after Forbes published a devastating piece on the abuse of charitable funds in December 2016, just after the election. “While people can disagree on political issues, to infer malicious intent on a charity that has changed so many lives, is not only shameful but is truly disgusting. At the end of the day, the only people who lose are the children of St. Jude and other incredibly worthy causes.”

Despite the denial, laws were clearly being broken. The years of excessive fees for using the golf course and the money that flowed from the father’s charity to the son’s charity to the Trump Organization constituted self-dealing, using charity funds to benefit the people in charge of the charity instead of applying the money to the charitable purpose donors believed they were supporting. Self-dealing can be prosecuted as a felony, although more often it is treated as a civil offense—when it is detected.

It might seem that all Donald Trump did was arrange to get his own $100,000 back from his foundation. That in itself would be illegal. But that is not what happened. The money that the Donald J. Trump Foundation washed through Eric’s charity and then returned to Donald hadn’t come from Donald.

The last time Donald put money into his own foundation was 2008, and it was only $35,000. The money his foundation held as a charitable trust came from vendors who were paying him tribute. Among the donors was NBC, which broadcast his so-called reality shows. The World Wrestling Federation, which had long staged its faux wrestling matches at Trump properties, and others with a financial interest in pleasing Trump were the only donors to the foundation.

Gifts from business partners and vendors to Trump’s foundation are legal, though it’s reasonable to view them as purely commercial transactions that provide a tax deduction, not as gifts motivated by charitable intent. Using outsider money to fund a private family foundation, other than perhaps memorial gifts when a family member dies, is pretty much unheard of in American philanthropy, which I have written about for four decades.
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