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Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

Writing this memoir has been a deeply personal and reflective journey for me. Throughout my life, I have witnessed many extraordinary events and have met incredible people. There have been moments of joy and triumph, as well as challenges and heartaches. In sharing my story, I hope to show you the woman behind the public persona, to illuminate the values and experiences that have shaped me, and to offer insights into the complexities of life in the public eye. It is my sincere wish that you will find inspiration in my journey, recognizing the universal themes of resilience, love, and the pursuit of one’s dreams.

I believe it is important to share my perspective, the truth, especially in these times of division and uncertainty. As a private person who has often been the subject of public scrutiny and misrepresentation, I feel a responsibility to set the record straight and to provide the actual account of my experiences. My hope is that by sharing my story, I can contribute to a greater sense of understanding and hope for the future among us all.

Sincerely,

Melania


Chapter 1

USA

“Prepare for landing . . .” the pilot announced. I pressed the off button on my Walkman and gazed out the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of New York City in the distance. My heart pounded with excitement. I was twenty-six years old, and while I had traveled everywhere in Europe, I had never been on a journey quite like this.

This was America . . . New York! A different world altogether.

I had made the decision to test my skills in the American modeling market carefully, after weighing all the professional and personal implications. There were risks, yes, but buoyed by an internal sense of confidence and the ongoing support of my family, I was certain I could succeed. The potential rewards would outweigh the uncertainties.

I had embraced such risks many times in the past, but this gamble felt more significant. I packed my apartment in Paris, met with my agent in Milan, and said goodbye to my family in Slovenia. My life was now two suitcases and a carry-on, containing only essentials: clothing, shoes, cosmetics, my passport, and my portfolio. The portfolio, a culmination of nearly a decade of dedicated modeling work across Italy, France, and Germany, was my most valued asset.

Ten hours before touching down in New York, I had checked my suitcase at Linate Airport in Milan where I navigated through the noisy crowds of tourists, all returning home at the end of the European summer holiday. It felt as though I was swimming against the tide, moving in the opposite direction of everyone around me.

In Europe, where traveling between countries is commonplace, I was at home anywhere on the continent. Which was precisely why leaving and embracing a new challenge felt exhilarating and exciting. But the distance between America and Europe felt immense and my family and I had found these goodbyes particularly difficult. Still, I was grateful for their trust, which strengthened my decision, and motivated by their encouragement. “Good luck,” they said, as we hugged. We held each other tightly. “Be safe. Let us know when you arrive.”

As I boarded the plane, I thought of them and fingered a necklace they had given me engraved with the German words “Ich liebe dich”—I love you. I carried their love with me as I stepped into the unknown.

Tuesday afternoon . . . JFK Airport. The airport was crowded. After a long walk, I finally reached immigration and customs. There were two lines: one for US citizens, and one for visitors. I joined the visitors’ line, which moved significantly slower than the other one as the guards meticulously examined every detail of each passenger’s papers, holding up passports, tilting their heads to the left and right, flipping pages, and deciphering stamps. Some of the people ahead of me had trouble that needed sorting out, which slowed things down even further. The line was crawling. I waited patiently. There were twenty people ahead of me at first. Then ten . . . five . . . two. . . . Finally, it was my turn. The agent waved me to the booth. He didn’t say much, but he looked me up and down, up and down. He checked back and forth between my passport photo and the face in front of him. I felt confident. My documentation was in order, and my English was proficient.

“First time here?” he asked. “Yes,” I said. “First time.”

He smiled at me, stamped my passport, and handed it back to me. I looked at the date: August 27, 1996.

“Welcome to the United States,” he said.

Despite the fog of jet lag, I recognized the importance of this moment. My life had shifted direction, presenting new opportunities, and I was ready to embrace the path ahead.

After retrieving my luggage, I proceeded to the exit. The heat and humidity enveloped my face. The sound of honking vehicles filled the air, accompanied by a persistent haze of exhaust fumes. I stood by the curb and concentrated on locating the driver sent by the agency, scanning the crowd for any sign of him. Just as I wanted to turn away to find a phone booth to make a call, a long black limousine arrived, and the driver lowered the window.

“Melania Knauss?” he asked.

“Yes. Hello. Are you from Metropolitan Models?” I inquired.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He opened the door. I stepped into the back seat. I felt a sense of relief to be away from the noisy chaos of the curb. The interior of the limousine exuded elegance. I felt an immediate sense of comfort and ease.

Within a minute we were on the road. The din of JFK faded into the background, and I finally took a deep, calming breath.

Traffic was heavy on the way into the city, so it took a while before the skyline came into view. When it did, my heart leapt. The Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, and the Twin Towers stood proudly against the horizon. Having only seen this iconic view in magazines and films, witnessing it in person was exhilarating. The scale and vibrancy of Manhattan were overwhelming, and with each passing moment, my excitement grew. Any second thoughts about my decision to come here dissipated; this is where I was meant to be.

Reflecting on that pivotal day in my life, I recognize the profound significance of that decision to move to New York. Now I am struck by my youthful confidence! Life’s circumstances shape you in many ways, often entirely beyond your control—your birth, parental influences, and the world in which you grow up. As an adult, there comes a moment when you become solely responsible for the life you lead. You must take charge, embrace that responsibility, and become the architect of your own future. Coming to America, coming to New York City? That was my moment.

Another pivotal moment came as I raised my right hand and recited the Pledge of Allegiance, ten years after my initial arrival, in July 2006, and became an American citizen.

It was not an easy process. And my personal experience dealing with the trials of the immigration process opened my eyes to the difficulties faced by all who wish to become US citizens. I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment. Reaching the milestone of American citizenship marked the sunrise of certainty.

I had become a true citizen of the world, at home wherever I was. And now, with gratitude—in my heart and on paper—I was, finally, also an American.


Chapter 2

The Win

On the morning of Tuesday, November 8, 2016, I had gotten up early. The city was quiet, calm. I love early, peaceful mornings—peace I would especially need in the coming hours. Barron was still asleep when I entered his room and gave him a gentle kiss on the forehead. Taking an extra moment to look at him, knowing his world had already undergone so much transformation since his father’s decision to run for president, I realized this day would begin changes none of us could predict. I made a commitment then and there that if we were headed to the White House, I would fiercely protect my beautiful son in every way I could.

Donald had poured his heart and soul into building a movement that could bring about real change. The campaign had grown into a powerful force, driven by his vision, plus the support of the American people. Now, it was up to the American people to decide if they would trust my husband to lead our country. We had done everything we could to convince the public that Donald was the right choice to be our nation’s 45th president, and for now, there was nothing left to do but wait—and vote.

At 10 a.m., Donald and I made our way downstairs and passed a large group of supporters on the street who were waiting for a glimpse of us as we left Trump Tower. The air was filled with the resounding cheers of “TRUMP! TRUMP! TRUMP!” as we stepped into the car. The motorcade moved slowly, drawing the attention of New York City as we passed by.

When Donald and I arrived at the voting station, we discovered another significant gathering of admirers, journalists, and law enforcement officials. Plus a few dissenters, of course. I was pleased to hear my name also being cheered, amid the clamor. This Manhattan scene was a true testament to the passion, commitment, and enthusiasm of our incredible fan base and supporters across America.

Inside the polling station, election workers greeted us. We entered the privacy of the voting booth. Standing beside my husband and seeing his name on the ballot, I felt a surge of pride and amazement. It was a moment filled with emotion and significance for me, representing yet another peak of our journey together so far.

I marked my ballot for Donald Trump, then took a moment to land back on Earth where I could carefully consider the other races. After my husband waited patiently for his methodical wife, we walked together to submit our ballots. Handing over those pieces of paper, we completed a significant step in the American democratic process that I had grown up admiring from afar, a process I was now squarely in the middle of, a process that would soon thrill me, and sometimes in the coming years, confuse me—like it did millions of other Americans.

By noon, we were back home at Trump Tower, waiting impatiently for the election’s outcome. With little to do until the results began to trickle in later that evening, we entered a new phase of anticipation. In the wake of our morning’s frenzy, I carried on with my usual responsibilities, knowing that the outcome was ultimately in the hands of the American people. While I was hoping for a victory for Donald, I had also prepared myself for the possibility of a different result. Regardless of the outcome, I knew that my family and I would be just fine.

I devoted time that day to Barron and my parents; I knew Donald was busy going to his campaign office, then home again, then the office again. Each time we were together that day, I was impressed by his calm. He was focused and relaxed. This man is remarkably confident under pressure, and the pressure test was just beginning.

By 7 p.m., the major polls and pundits had all but crowned Hillary the victor, and our family waited, along with millions of others, to see if they were right. But as the evening progressed, the mood began to shift. Donald gained momentum in key battleground states, surprising many who had predicted a different outcome. By 10 p.m., it became clear that this election would not be as straightforward as had been initially reported by the media. Excitement filled the room as the results continued to come in in Donald’s favor. The media, the pollsters, the pundits—they had all gotten it wrong. Donald was defying the odds, inching closer to victory. And then, it was official. At 2:30 a.m., Wisconsin’s results confirmed it: Donald had won the presidency. The room erupted in a mix of cheers, gasps, and hugs. The world as we knew it was about to change. What an extraordinary moment it was. I vividly recall Bret Baier’s announcement, “The president-elect is Donald J. Trump.” We were momentarily speechless, absorbing the weight of what had just transpired.

“Can you believe it!?” Donald’s voice reflected a mix of astonishment and excitement as he hugged me. “Can you believe it?” I responded, “Of course I can!” I’d believed in his victory all along, knowing his unwavering dedication to making America great again.

Despite the late hour, we made our way to the Hilton Hotel, where Donald would deliver his victory speech. The atmosphere was electric as we waited for Hillary Clinton to concede the election. Finally, at 2:40 a.m. the call came in, and within a few moments Donald took the stage. Barron and I stood beside him, proud and ready for the next chapter.

“I’ve just received a call from Secretary Clinton,” he said. “She congratulated us on our victory, and I congratulated her and her family on a very, very hard-fought campaign. Now it’s time for America to bind the wounds of division; we have to get together. To all Republicans and Democrats and independents across this nation, I say it is time for us to come together as one united people.”

Donald struck the perfect tone, transitioning from his combative campaign persona to a unifying leader. He recognized the need for healing and unity in America. It was a moment that showcased his ability to rise above partisanship and bring the country together.

“It’s time,” he said. “I pledge to every citizen of our land that I will be president for all Americans, and this is so important to me. For those who have chosen not to support me in the past, of which there were a few people, I’m reaching out to you for your guidance and your help so that we can work together and unify our great country. . . . As I’ve said from the beginning, ours was not a campaign, but rather an incredible and great movement made up of millions of hard-working men and women who love their country and want a better, brighter future for themselves and for their families. . . . It’s a movement comprised of Americans from all races, religions, backgrounds, and beliefs who want and expect our government to serve the people and serve the people it will. . . . We’re going to get to work immediately for the American people. And we’re going to be doing a job that hopefully you will be so proud of your president. You’ll be so proud. Again, it’s my honor. It was an amazing evening. It’s been an amazing two-year period. And I love this country.”

While the joy of our victory was overwhelming, my mind quickly shifted to the multitude of tasks before us, as I contemplated the weight of responsibility and the challenges that lay ahead. I also couldn’t help but think about Barron and how this new stage in our lives would impact him. As I considered the many roles I now had to balance—mother, wife, First Lady, daughter, sister, friend—I knew that careful planning and organization would be key in navigating this new journey. The media’s scrutiny only added to the weight of these responsibilities, but I was determined to rise to the challenge and ensure that our family transitioned smoothly into our new reality.

I finally closed my eyes around 5:00 a.m. and opened them just two hours later. In the half-light of the morning, my thoughts turned to my own journey as an American, born far away, like so many others.


Chapter 3

April 26, 1970

My mother, Amalija, was born on July 9, 1945, in the Austrian town of Judendorf-Straßengel, where her family, like so many others, had been displaced during the turbulent years of World War II. Although they faced challenges, my grandfather Anton, a skilled shoemaker and innovative farmer, never lost sight of his dreams.

When they returned to their village of Raka, nestled in the serene countryside just south of Sevnica, Anton wasted no time in pursuing his passion for agriculture. It was here that he would go on to breed a culinary masterpiece—the renowned raska čebula, or Raka onion, a sweet red variety that quickly became a favorite among the Slovenian people.

From a young age, my mother’s innate talent and boundless creativity as an artist, patternmaker, and tailor shone brightly. It came as no surprise that when she finished Fashion Design and Pattern School, she was handpicked to join the design studio of the Jutranjka children’s clothing factory in Sevnica, a mere twenty minutes from her hometown. At Jutranjka, my mother was the artisan behind the scenes, transforming the designers’ sketches into exquisite patterns fit for the runway. With impeccable taste and confidence, she took pride in her work, thriving in the world of fashion.

My mother was the epitome of elegance. She often emphasized that self-care was essential not only to a person’s well-being but also to being able to effectively care for others, and she instilled this conviction in me from an early age, teaching me the importance of attending to one’s appearance before venturing into the world. I have always found joy in the process of making myself presentable and getting ready.

“If I don’t take care of myself,” she would say, “how would I know how to care for others?” The value of self-care remains a guiding principle in my life.

My father, Viktor, was confident and industrious and had a strong desire to explore new destinations. He had an outgoing personality and was known for his ability to connect with others. In my childhood memories, he is constantly moving and working with those around him.

Much like my mother, my father hailed from a lineage of hardworking and enterprising Slovenians. My father’s roots can be traced back to the town of Radeče, just a stone’s throw away from Sevnica. Despite the tumultuous times brought on by war, my grandfather managed to secure a position as production manager at the local Piatnik factory, allowing the family to weather the war. Born on November 23, 1941, in the midst of the German occupation, my father was christened Viktor Waldemar Knaus.

My father’s passion for automobiles and motorcycles was a love affair that began in his youth and blossomed into a lifelong devotion. His expertise in all things mechanical was unmatched, and he could effortlessly repair and enhance any vehicle.

Starting out as a driver in the Yugoslavian Army, he honed his skills behind the wheel and quickly advanced to chauffeuring high-profile individuals, such as the mayor of a nearby town.

He met my mother in 1966, when his career trajectory shifted toward a new direction. Transitioning from a driver to a sales professional at Slovenija Avto, he quickly ascended the corporate ladder. His drive propelled him to great heights within the company, securing his reputation as a respected and influential figure in the industry. Following the independence of Slovenia, my father seized the opportunity to realize his lifelong dream of owning his own business. Through hard work, perseverance, and a deep-rooted passion for all things automotive, my father would go on to build a successful career and business.

My parents married in a civil ceremony and held their reception at the Podvin Castle. However, my mother, a true traditionalist, longed for a Catholic wedding to honor her devout upbringing. And so, a few months later, they renewed their vows in the St. Lawrence Church in my mother’s hometown.

While my parents lived through significant political events, filled with the echoes of communism, the Cold War, and the enigmatic figure of Tito, they were not particularly politically active themselves. Despite Slovenia being part of communist Yugoslavia, the communism there was different from that of the Soviet Union. Growing up, I felt more connected to our neighbors in Italy or Austria than to other communist countries in Eastern Europe.

The Slovenian people have historically held a strong sense of independence and self-reliance. In Slovenia, individuals were rewarded for their hard work and talent. Rules, while always present, did not dictate every aspect of daily life. My family, like many others, prospered due to my parents’ ambition, determination, and strong work ethic. The Slovenia of my childhood felt unrestrictive, emphasizing the value of hard work and individual responsibility.

Sevnica, the town of my childhood, was a picturesque place nestled on the banks of the Sava River. Surrounded by a lush green forest of pine and fir, it was a storybook setting for a happy upbringing. The medieval castle overlooking the old town, the winding roads of the valley, and the quaint churches scattered throughout the landscape were all familiar sights that filled my childhood with warmth and fond memories.

Thanks to the beautiful taste and creative vision of my mother, our home was a vibrant and lively place. Despite the plain exterior of our three-bedroom apartment, my mother’s artistic touch brought character to every corner of our living space. The emerald green and burgundy red walls of the kitchen and a striking blue accent wall in the living room served as testaments to her bold and imaginative design choices. She infused our home with love and warmth.

My mother described me as a joyful and contented baby, noting my delight in playing with Barbie and dressing her in handmade outfits. This playtime activity brought me hours of enjoyment and fostered my imagination. I also loved a red race car model gifted to me by my father. It was a treasured memento from the thrilling Formula 1 races he would take us to. This token sparked my interest in cars and racing, instilling in me a sense of excitement and adventure.

Another significant aspect of my life has always been music, even from a very young age. While listening to my favorite records, I would immerse myself in the delightful stories and gorgeous illustrations of my Marinka books, allowing myself to be transported to a magical land that fueled my imagination and encouraged me to dream big.

During my early childhood, while many of my peers attended kindergarten, I was fortunate to have a private nanny who cared for my sister and me. She crafted beautiful birthday cakes for me and my family that were not only visually stunning—adorned with handmade sugar flowers—but also very flavorful.

In retrospect, these childhood experiences shaped my creativity, resourcefulness, and love of the arts and exploring the world.

M

Whether heading to Milan for modeling opportunities, traveling to Ljubljana for school, or simply running errands around town, my father and I created lasting memories during our drives together. Each trip deepened our connection, and I was always eager for these drives, as they symbolized freedom and stirred my admiration for the precision, luxury, and innovation of automobiles. Thanks to my father, I developed a profound knowledge of the mechanical and technological aspects of cars.

One of my fondest memories is when my father brought home a stunning French Citroën Maserati SM. I was seven years old, and to me it was the most beautiful car I had ever seen—sleek, sporty, and a luxurious, rich coffee brown. The next day, my father took all of us out for a drive. I still remember the smell and feel of the new leather as I climbed into the back seat. Over the years, my father assembled a collection of exquisite vehicles: Ford Mustangs, German BMWs, and a Ford Cougar XR7, alongside a selection of prestigious Mercedes-Benzes. Yet, none could rival the sheer thrill of that Citroën Maserati SM. I can still feel the rush of excitement, sitting behind my father, soaking in every moment, my heart racing, as he unleashed its power. It was pure adventure, a connection forged on the open road, a taste of freedom.

As a child, I demonstrated a strong sense of organization, orderliness, and methodical approach in all my projects. I possessed a keen curiosity and diligent work ethic. I had a genuine passion for learning and delved into subjects ranging from art and history to geography. My fascination with different cultures and distant lands led me to pick up phrases in various languages during family travels, including German, Italian, and even Russian, which I studied in school for a period of time.

As a hard worker, I was always striving for the best. I understood from a young age that studying and learning were the keys to success, and I took great pride in consistently earning good grades. As a young teen, I participated in gymnastics and played basketball and handball. On the weekends, my father taught my sister Ines and me tennis. I tried to strike the ball with all my strength using a wooden tennis racket.

The only thing I recall abandoning was the guitar, which I’d desperately wanted to master until I experienced significant discomfort in my fingertips during my initial lessons. My fingers ached so much that I came home from the lesson and told my parents I didn’t want to continue. Despite reassurances from them that the pain would soften as my fingertips hardened, I chose to discontinue. While I acknowledge that I am capable of many things, I determined that the guitar was not meant for me.

Overall, my childhood experiences shaped me into a disciplined, ambitious individual who values hard work, dedication, and self-awareness. I continue to approach tasks with a methodical mindset, striving for excellence in all that I do.

Life, of course, presented its fair share of challenges. As a child I cherished solitude and found solace in the company of my family or in my own thoughts. I often found myself navigating the world on my own terms.

I learned that regardless of the circumstances or the company I found myself in, the most crucial relationship I could cultivate was the one I had with myself. Each individual is on their own unique journey, and it is essential to be grounded in one’s own identity and values. I embrace my individuality and confidently walk my own path.

Young people can be so dismissive toward anyone who is different in any way. Kids can be cruel to each other; it seems almost inherent in human nature. Every generation experiences the “mean kids” in school. I was often targeted for my appearance, being perceived as “too” tall and “too” skinny. I undoubtedly stood out. In retrospect, I realize that most of this behavior was fueled by their insecurities.

Back then the term “bullying” wasn’t commonly used, but some of the behavior likely qualified. Personally, I managed to rise above these challenges, maintaining a strong sense of self and confidence in my accomplishments. I would simply shrug and think, “Whatever! It’s their problem, not mine.”

If Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok had existed back then, the dissemination of opinions and criticisms would likely have been amplified, leading to immediate and far-reaching negative comments. This could have significantly shaped public perception and the conversation about me. I often wish children could experience life without social media platforms, to know the joy of genuine connections, and the freedom to explore the world without the constant noise of online comparison.

I have come to understand that genuine happiness is not found in material possessions, but rather in the depth of self-awareness and self-acceptance. This realization has become my compass, leading me toward a life enriched with authenticity, confidence, and inner peace.

M

As a young girl, I held my older sister, Ines, in high regard. She had a unique blend of seriousness and playfulness that I admired. Ines excelled academically with apparent ease, showcasing a natural intellect and curiosity about the world around her. Her artistic talents were evident from a young age, as she effortlessly created beautiful works of art. Ines was an excellent communicator with a vibrant energy that drew people toward her, making friends with ease. Her passion for dance, design, and painting was nothing short of awe-inspiring. Ines was more than just a sister to me; she was a guiding light who illuminated my path and inspired me to reach for the stars.

Growing up, Ines and I shared a close bond that revolved around our mutual love for music, design, literature, and fashion history. Ines, being older than me, introduced me to a world of creativity and expression that shaped my interests. Our nights were often spent staying up late, listening to music on our record player, and discussing the latest trends. We were immersed in the music of iconic artists such as the Bee Gees, Donna Summer, and Pink Floyd, all the big artists from the 1980s. Later, when MTV began broadcasting in Slovenia, we eagerly awaited the latest music videos, just like kids in New York or London.

One of the most memorable experiences we shared was attending our first concert together, Elton John’s European Express Tour, on April 19, 1984. I was just shy of fourteen years old, filled with excitement as our parents, who were going to the concert too, drove us from Sevnica to the big arena in Zagreb. While they took their seats, Ines and I made our way all the way to the stage. The show was nothing short of spectacular, with Elton John captivating the audience with timeless hits such as “Tiny Dancer,” “Rocket Man,” and “Crocodile Rock” and his dazzling stage presence. The costumes, the sunglasses, the lights! The energy in the arena was incredible.

A few years later, Ines invited me to join her to visit the captivating city of Venice. The picturesque canals, elegant gondolas, and remarkable museums and architecture profoundly impressed me. And in 1990, we attended another concert, this time Tina Turner. We danced and sang along to all of her songs. It was an unforgettable evening.

The experience of traveling with Ines is one that I will always cherish. It not only introduced me to the outside world but also solidified the connection we shared as siblings.

As a child, my perception of the world was limited to the experiences within my own family. The routines and activities that defined my daily life seemed completely normal to me. From the warmth of my mother’s creativity, to my father’s busy professional life, and my close relationship with my sister, everything felt like an integral part of the fabric of our existence.

The simple pleasures of family dinners, weekend visits to our grandparents in Raka or Radeče, and travels to different places felt like the natural rhythm of our lives. Whether it was the short walk to school or the occasional concert in Croatia, these experiences were the building blocks of our shared family life. It was only later, as I grew older and gained a broader perspective, that I came to appreciate the effort and sacrifice that went into creating these moments of joy and togetherness.

Looking back, I now understand the hard work and dedication that my parents invested in shaping our family life. Their commitment to providing us with a stable and nurturing environment, filled with love and opportunities for growth, laid the foundation for the person I have become. I am grateful for the values they instilled in me and the memories we shared, which continue to shape my worldview and guide my actions to this day.

Growing up in Eastern Europe, I never felt isolated or limited in my experiences. Despite living in a region that was often seen as separate from the rest of the world, we were fortunate to have the opportunity to travel and explore different cultures. With Venice just a three-hour drive away and Vienna within easy reach, we were constantly exposed to the beauty and culture of neighboring countries.
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