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Dedication

For Grandad

—Nick

For Surya and Amartya

—Sean




Epigraph

Boundless intemperance

In nature is a tyranny; it hath been

The untimely emptying of the happy throne

And fall of many kings.

—William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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Cast of Characters

Carlos Ghosn: Forged the Renault-Nissan Alliance and was one of the greatest auto executives of all time before his arrest in Japan

Family

Rita Ghosn: Ghosn’s first wife and the mother of his four children, Caroline, Nadine, Maya, and Anthony

Carole Ghosn: Ghosn’s second wife

Rose Ghosn: Ghosn’s mother

Georges Ghosn: Ghosn’s father

Claudine, Sylvia, and Nayla Ghosn: Ghosn’s sisters

France

Behrouz Chahid-Nouraï: Finance chief at Michelin

François Michelin: Michelin’s owner and CEO

Louis Schweitzer: Ghosn’s first boss at Renault

Patrick Pelata: Ghosn’s classmate at École Polytechnique and later his number two at Renault

Alain Dassas: Nissan’s finance chief during the financial crisis

Frédérique Le Grèves: Ghosn’s chief of staff at Renault and Nissan

Mouna Sepehri: Longtime Renault executive

Emmanuel Macron: Minister of the economy, industry, and digital affairs and later president of France

Martin Vial: Head of Agence des Participations de l’État (APE), which manages France’s interests in corporate assets

Jean-Dominique Senard: Replaced Ghosn as Renault chairman and head of the Alliance

Nissan and Japan

Hiroto Saikawa: Replaced Ghosn as Nissan CEO in 2017

Greg Kelly: American who acted as head of Ghosn’s CEO office until 2015; arrested along with Ghosn in 2018

Hari Nada: British Nissan lawyer who replaced Kelly as head of the CEO office in 2015

Toshiaki Ohnuma: The head of Nissan’s secretariat, which handled pay-related issues for the board of directors

Hidetoshi Imazu: Former head of manufacturing at Nissan who became the statutory auditor who launched the investigation into Ghosn

Toshiyuki Shiga: Ghosn’s former second in command at Nissan, until he retired and joined Nissan’s board of directors

Hitoshi Kawaguchi: Nissan’s head of government affairs who aided Imazu in his investigation of Ghosn

Lebanon

Fady Gebran: Ghosn’s childhood friend and personal lawyer

Amal Abou Jaoude: Gebran’s assistant

Carlos Abou Jaoude: Lebanese lawyer

Ziad Gebran: Fady Gebran’s youngest son

Middle East

Suhail Bahwan: Omani billionaire in business with Nissan

Divyendu Kumar: General manager of Suhail Bahwan Automobiles in Oman

Khaled Juffali: Saudi billionaire in business with Nissan

Escape

Michael Taylor: Former Green Beret and security expert

Peter Taylor: Michael Taylor’s son

George-Antoine Zayek: Lebanese former militiaman




Prologue

Carlos Ghosn contemplated the box in front of him. Freedom.

It was a large black wooden crate with steel reinforcements on the edges, the sort of case a band would use to transport large speakers or instruments.

Ghosn was listening to instructions from Michael Taylor, the former Green Beret he had hired to help maneuver the getaway.

Taylor was explaining, step by step, what the auto titan would need to do: Climb into the crate, and stay still. Let the lid be lowered. Once secured, the trunk—and he—would be in motion. Inside his box, he would be loaded onto a private jet with the rest of the luggage.

Ghosn was well versed in the private-jet lifestyle. He had flown everywhere on his Gulfstream as chief executive of two carmakers, Renault and Nissan. He was accustomed to flying high above the clouds, lounging on a plush leather seat. This would be a new experience.

If all went well, Carlos Ghosn could be having brunch in his sprawling vineyard in Lebanon by the following morning—spirited away by Taylor, freed from the clutches of Japanese justice, thousands of miles away from the financial crimes of which he had been accused.

Though the box offered the potential of freedom, it also represented abject desperation. If anything went wrong, he was guaranteed to end up on the front pages of every newspaper in the world, a laughingstock. Worse than his humiliation would be his inevitable destination: straight to jail, again, but this time with no chance at bail.

Still, staying and arguing his way through the morass of the Japanese courts seemed a far more devastating fate. He had been locked away in their system for more than a hundred days, enduring daily interrogations by prosecutors during which he was not allowed a lawyer.

He was facing serious criminal charges, having been accused of orchestrating a complex flow of money between Nissan, the Middle East, and his own pocket. Beyond the criminal charges, his carefully honed image had been ripped to shreds as Nissan and Tokyo prosecutors had steadily leaked damaging bits of information, ensuring that Ghosn-as-villain had been front-page fodder for months.

He was facing a lengthy legal battle, and he wasn’t sure he’d live long enough to survive the ordeal. Even if he funneled all his resources and contacts into his day in court, he knew that in Japan prosecutors won over 99 percent of trials.

Escape, even if it meant living as a fugitive for the rest of his life, was preferable.

* * *

Carlos Ghosn had been the world’s most prominent car man of the first two decades of the twenty-first century. To the astonishment of naysayers worldwide, he had forged two middling carmakers into a global powerhouse, the Renault-Nissan Alliance. But Ghosn never felt that he had been adequately compensated. Over the years, he had watched as people of lesser talent had made millions more than he did. It had grated on him to the point of obsession.

Since the financial crisis of 2008, he had started to take matters into his own hands, exploring numerous schemes to secretly pay himself what he thought he was worth. Ten years later, he had been ready to push through his last great act as an executive—a merger between the French and Japanese carmakers—before sailing off into the sunset aboard a 120-foot-long yacht. As part of the deal, he would be entitled to a massive payday, one that would enable him to retire as a very wealthy man.

By Ghosn’s account, a plotting group of Nissan executives had prevented that by conspiring to orchestrate his downfall. His careful plans had been thwarted by a dramatic, unexpected arrest. His supporters had evaporated at an alarming rate. His friends in Davos would neither protect nor defend him.

The betrayal from his companies burned most acutely. He had given Nissan, in particular, so very much. The prior year, Hiroto Saikawa, Ghosn’s handpicked successor, had unveiled a stainless-steel statue more than sixeen feet tall for Nissan dubbed Wheels of Innovation, which Saikawa called “a retrospective on Mr. Ghosn’s 17 years of leadership.” On the night of his mentor’s arrest, that same man told the world that Ghosn had abused his position to line his own pockets (eventually, Ghosn’s companies accused him of misappropriating more than $100 million).

Stripped of the trappings of corporate power, Ghosn had been reduced to a presumed criminal before the law, a status he deeply resented. He was not going to admit defeat so easily. And he had more than his own name and integrity to protect. The Ghosn family had made its fortune far from its native Beirut, spanning back two generations and originating in the Amazonian rain forest. Carlos Ghosn was the clan’s greatest scion. To end his storied life in ignominy would be failing the legacy of his grandfather and tarnishing the reputation of his children. He would rather risk his life than accept such a fate.

Back in the hotel with Taylor, from the corner room on the forty-sixth floor, large windows offered a view of the vast Pacific, partially framed by the twinkling lights of Osaka. It seemed less as though he was on top of the world and more as though he was teetering on the edge of it. He climbed into the box.

“Breathe slowly,” Taylor reminded him as he lowered the lid.

Then everything went dark.
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Self-Made

PORTO VELHO, BRAZIL, 1910

The steamship carrying Abdo Bichara Ghosn and his wife, Milia, glided to a halt at a small clearing along the muddy Madeira River in the heart of the Amazonian jungle.

He had heard stories about the fabulous wealth locked in the dense rain forest: the Hevea brasiliensis, or rubber tree, was the best source of latex in the world, its white secretions turning adventurous men into overnight millionaires.

Rubber had been noticed during early European expeditions to the Western Hemisphere, when explorers had seen natives using the milky substance to make waterproof coverings for their homes. But more than a century would pass before John Dunlop and the Michelin family discovered that the rubber could be used to make tires for bicycles and automobiles. Around the time Bichara and Milia arrived in the Amazon, Ford Model Ts were rolling off the assembly line in Detroit, heralding the boom in rubber demand that was making men in the Amazon fantastically rich.

Bichara had seen one of the many posters plastered across cities on nearly every continent, advertising the easy riches to be found in South America. A similar siren call of instant wealth had recently drawn daring or desperate types to the American West to pan for gold.

The legends were many. Rubber barons had started building mansions among the vines, lighting expensive cigars with hundred-dollar bills; their wives dripped with jewels. To build homes with their newfound wealth, the engineers, traders, and merchants of the rubber boom imported the finest materials in the world—Italian marble, ceramics from France, linens from Ireland—to construct and adorn their bustling community. Its epicenter was the growing city of Manaus, where they built the world-famous, still standing Teatro Amazonas opera house, some five hundred miles inland from the south Atlantic Ocean.

By the time Bichara Ghosn, a heavyset man with a black mustache and a severe countenance, arrived in 1910, Brazil’s rubber trade had reached such heights that men and equipment were being sent even deeper into the jungle. He and his wife, Milia, a slight but resilient Lebanese woman with thick hair and dark eyebrows, finally alighted from their boat another five hundred miles up the river from Manaus, at a humble hamlet called Porto Velho (Old Port in Portuguese). It was little more than a hot, dusty shantytown. Though it lacked such luxuries as paved roads and modern conveniences, there were signs that something big was under way.

Thousands of men had swarmed to the banks of the river, throwing up new buildings at a frenetic pace. They were engineers, doctors, surveyors—but mostly they were laborers, there to fell trees and lay tracks. The goal was to build a railroad that would circumvent portions of the river too treacherous for carrying rubber by boat.

Where others may have perceived bleak and inhospitable terrain, Bichara sensed possibility. And indeed, the railroad endeavor would be his pathway to realizing his grand ambitions.

Laying tracks in the remote, sweltering jungle was even worse than it sounds. The main threats were malarial mosquitoes, but laborers also had to contend with poisonous snakes and giant paraiba catfish that attacked their canoes, leaving them prey to deadly electric eels. Ants built structures up to five feet high and venomous spiders were the size of crabs. More than four thousand workers were toiling in Porto Velho by the time Bichara arrived. One in ten would die that year.

That didn’t prevent men and women from dozens of countries from traveling up the river. They hailed from the Caribbean, from Spain and Germany, from as far away as China. Some were veteran builders of the Panama Canal. Others, such as Bichara, had no intention of laying a single mile of rail but saw in Porto Velho an opportunity for a fresh start.

Bichara had actually come by way of the United States, where he had arrived a decade earlier. Boys such as Bichara, a Maronite Christian, had been sent out from his home country in droves at the start of the twentieth century. Lebanon was still part of the Ottoman Empire, and Maronite families were often targeted by the military during compulsory military enrollment drives. He traveled to America as a teenager, illiterate and penniless, and worked as a street hawker, peddling sundry goods in Rhode Island.

Bichara worked his way up to a modest living, but the Amazon presented a much faster route to success than the one he was on in America. Soon after they had settled in South America, he took advantage of the basic commercial skills he’d gleaned from his time in the States and set up a large general store on a prominent street corner in the heart of their new, upstart jungle hometown. The most lucrative products he sold were diesel for the boats that plied the river and salt, used to preserve food in the tropical climate.

The railway was finally finished in 1912. The cost had been great, most tragically in terms of human lives. Thousands of workers had died in the construction of what they called the Devil’s Railroad. And, ultimately, any triumph derived from its execution was short lived. Soon after the last track was laid, the same steamships that had enabled the movement of men and goods to complete the railroad rendered it obsolete.

The British had been trying for years to smuggle rubber tree seeds out of Brazil and establish plantations elsewhere but had failed because the journey was too long and arduous. With steam-powered travel, they had now succeeded. Seedlings made it from Brazil to England and from England to Singapore, and within a matter of decades, huge plantations sprang up in Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and eventually tropical Africa. The price of rubber plummeted, and Brazil’s share of the rubber trade shrank.

The impact on Brazil was devastating. Manaus was reduced to poverty; its illustrious opera house shuttered its doors in 1924; those who could fled with their riches. But just enough rubber still flowed out of the jungle to keep local traders such as Bichara in business. In a diminished pond, he was a bigger fish.

Construction began to take on a semblance of order in Porto Velho, a town that had so recently been little more than a haphazard collection of single-story huts. Telegraph poles permitted easier communication with the outside world, and Bichara’s business continued to grow. He saved enough to build a warehouse and an impressive upgrade: with two stories and ornate decorations on the facade, his new shop was the first building in Porto Velho to be made entirely of brick. He called it Monte Libano, or Mount Lebanon.

Bichara was a savvy businessman. Though he lacked a formal education, he could recite by heart each customer’s debts. With the larger warehouse, he had the space and foresight to make massive orders from Manaus near the end of the rainy season, when large ships could navigate the swollen river. When other stores ran out of stock during the dry season—when the river was low and traffic was difficult—Bichara sold his goods at a premium.

The region was still dangerous. One of Bichara’s business partners, his brother-in-law, fell into the river and was never seen again. The family assumed that he had been eaten by one of the many black caimans that populated the waters. Giant reptiles notwithstanding, the region and its businesses maintained their appeal, so much so that a Brazilian airline started flights to the remote area. Bichara became the local representative of the airline company, adding to the clout of his business.

In the span of thirty years, Bichara Ghosn’s uncommon mettle had blessed him and his family—now a flock of eight children—with all the success he had dreamed of in the wild frontier of the New World. On October 10, 1939, he passed away. At his deathbed were three of his sons. The other five children, along with their mother, were living in Lebanon due to the lack of decent education offered in Porto Velho.

Bichara was a practical man with practical concerns. As such, his parting words of advice for his sons were not dripping with sentimentality. He told them:

Always buy real estate on the corner, because it’s worth more.

Go back to the homeland to find your wives.

Never argue with a taxi driver or a priest.

His sons listened carefully. Each would go on to run successful businesses of his own. And the Ghosn clan expanded, reared on legends of Abdo Bichara’s trailblazing life in the Amazon. His descendants felt that a grand destiny had been conferred there, in the malarial jungle of the early twentieth century. Their family story took root in the extraordinary promise of transcending borders and boundaries, of refusing to be hemmed in by limited visions, of observing landscapes in search of opportunity, and of having the tenacity to chase their greatness.

Future Ghosns thought themselves self-made men and women. Several would venture out to build something out of nothing, just as Bichara had.

They were special. And they were compelled to dare.

* * *

Bichara’s youngest son, Georges Ghosn Bichara, was not among the three successors at his father’s deathbed. Though born in Brazil and initially raised in a large house on a corner plot, he, like all of the Ghosn children, was schooled in his familial homeland, in a seminary in the Lebanese city of Jounieh, a short distance north of Beirut. Georges was a jovial child who loved life in the seminary, especially singing the Maronite Mass. His older brothers had gone back to Porto Velho, where they ran the family business. After Georges graduated, they decided that their kid brother had lived the easy life long enough; they wanted him back in the jungle.

When he returned to Porto Velho in his early twenties, Georges worked with his brothers. The shift from the vibrant coastal city of Beirut to the tangled isolation of the Amazon was stark, but he adapted quickly, seeking out excitement wherever he could find it. Of immediate concern to his family was the pace at which Georges was starting to chase after the women of Porto Velho.

To keep the gossips and protective fathers at bay—and to honor their departed father’s second commandment—within a matter of years Georges was sent back to Lebanon to find a wife. His first stop was with a parish priest in central Beirut, at St. Elias Cathedral, located next to an all-girls school. He asked the priest to introduce him to some young women, assuring him that he had the best of intentions. In keeping with the traditions of an old-world courtship, the priest contacted the school and asked for a short list of appropriate candidates. The requirements were that the woman must be recently graduated and from a good family.

Georges visited the young women at their homes, with the priest and a relative of the priest as chaperones. Among the young women was Rose Jazzar. Georges always noticed the texture of a woman’s skin. When he walked into the room, he was immediately struck by Rose’s clear complexion, the sight of which was an uncommon luxury in the drenched jungle from which he’d recently returned. Rose noticed his stare and thought Georges was a handsome young man, with his strong build, thick, dark hair, and evident confidence. But he was moving back to Brazil, having merely returned to the homeland to find a wife, and she wasn’t keen on the idea of moving halfway around the world to live in effective isolation.

Moreover, physical sparks went only so far. Georges was a bon vivant with a love of cigars, good food, samba, and poker. Rose was conservative and serious minded, with a taste for classical music, French culture, praying, and bridge. It didn’t seem like a match. But Georges was smitten, and nothing if not persistent.

A few weeks after their initial meeting, Georges heard from the priest that Rose’s brother was in the hospital. The priest, stepping into matchmaking capacity, told Georges to go pay Rose a visit. He did just that, but not before rushing out to buy a large box of chocolates. Rose was touched by the considerate gesture and agreed to see the somewhat roguish charmer again. They began dating, and Georges soon proposed marriage.

Three months after the proposal they were married, on January 8, 1950, by the Maronite patriarch in Jounieh. They spent their honeymoon in Rome, where Rose happily strolled through the Vatican. But her pious, leisurely bliss ended the moment their plane landed in Rio de Janeiro. It was Carnival time, and the city was a vibrant, exuberant open-air dance floor. Rose was shocked by the flagrant display.

The good news for Rose was that they would not be staying in Rio for long. The bad news was . . . everything else. On their flight into Porto Velho, the plane flew low over the Amazon. The pilots wanted to show the newcomer some of the authentic sights and sounds—including the alligator-like caiman sunning themselves on the banks of the river.

Like many before her, Rose had a hard time adjusting to life in Porto Velho. She yearned for culture, education. Trying to occupy herself, she meticulously planted a garden outside their home, and overnight it disappeared, devoured by an army of ants. But despite all appearances of delicacy, she was a steely person. Having been born in Nigeria, then raised in Lebanon as one of eight children, she knew how to adapt to changing circumstances. She was going to make the best of it, starting by creating a family. Within a few years, on March 9, 1954, their second of four children was born.

They named him Carlos Georges Ghosn Bichara.

To navigate such harsh terrain as an adult during that era was intensely challenging. To be an infant and young child, subject to an untamed environment, was unimaginable. In Porto Velho, young Carlos was often ill, suffering from—among other ailments and symptoms—frequent diarrhea, which his mother attributed to his drinking dirty water. The family doctor—then the only doctor in Porto Velho—proposed that the Ghosns move to a less brutal climate for the sake of their toddler’s health. The incisive Rose saw it as her exit route. And she leaped at it.

“Georges, I’m going back to Lebanon. My son is going to die here!”
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The Father

Georges, Rose, Carlos, and his older sister, Claudine, left Porto Velho for Beirut in 1955.

After settling the family in their homeland, Georges commuted back and forth to Porto Velho for several years. While home in Beirut, he established a business importing and exporting products as well as trading currencies. Georges and Rose had two more daughters, both born in Lebanon.

The Ghosns lived a privileged life. They had a driver, Reizkallah, whom the children loved and who not only taught Carlos swear words in Arabic but encouraged him to shout them at people on the road. They attended church as a family on Sunday morning before spending the afternoon at Rose’s mother’s home. The extended family was large, and the Ghosn children loved playing with their cousins, who became like siblings to them. Children in Lebanon had Thursday afternoons off from school, so Georges made a routine of taking that time off from work to spend it enjoying his children. He would take them to the coast, where he’d stroll along the shoreline as Carlos and his elder sister ran around him. On overcast days, he’d take the children to his sister’s house in Jounieh or to one of Beirut’s cinemas to catch a matinee.

Summers were spent in Broummana, a vacation town outside Beirut, where Marie, their maternal grandmother, had a house large enough for her eight children and all her grandchildren. The cousins would explore the lush pine forest that surrounds the town or ride their bikes along the mountainous dirt paths.

This glowing, comfortable, carefree existence—perched upon the Mediterranean, surrounded by their close-knit family—was shattered in the spring of 1960, when an unexpected tragedy struck the Ghosn family. Six-year-old Carlos and his older sister, Claudine, puzzled at the stream of anxious people coming into and out of their home in Beirut. Their mother refused to offer any explanation and instead instructed the children to pack their bags swiftly, as they were being sent to their grandmother’s house.

Given Rose’s silence and the fact that they couldn’t yet read the headlines atop the front pages of every newspaper in Beirut, the children had no idea that their father had been arrested. For murder. The story of Georges Ghosn’s crime would grip Lebanon throughout the summer.

On Easter Sunday, Georges had driven the family’s white Peugeot 403 into the mountainous regions east of Beirut. Beside him in the car was a childhood friend whom he knew from his seminary days, a priest named Boulos Masaad.

In addition to his import-export business, Georges and Masaad were partners in a secret enterprise: they were smugglers, bringing in diamonds as well as gold from Africa. Georges also smuggled in currency to supply and bolster his foreign exchange business.

The plan had taken shape in Nigeria, where the two had run into each other by chance years before. They had rekindled their friendship and hatched the idea to smuggle contraband. Georges would provide the funds to acquire diamonds and other valuable goods. The priest would hide them beneath his cassock, taking advantage of loose border controls for trusted religious officials. The plan worked, and Masaad was soon making regular runs.

At the start of 1960, however, the relationship between the two men soured. For their latest round, Georges supplied the cash to Masaad, who in turn was supposed to procure a large amount of diamonds. That time, Masaad had concocted the scheme and was requesting enormous sums of money for the run, igniting Georges’s suspicion and leading him to believe he was being conned.

On April 17, Georges picked up Masaad and told him they had important business in Damascus. About twenty miles outside Beirut, near the town of Sofar, they reached a crossroad. On Georges’s signal—two short beeps—a man appeared, bearing both a rifle and a revolver. He forced the priest out of the car and led him sixty feet from the road.

The man with the guns was Selim Abdel-Khalek, a local tough guy hired by Georges to intimidate his old friend. Georges was tired of the fights with Masaad and, having chosen to ignore his father’s third rule, uttered to his brothers on his deathbed, wanted to send a message to the priest. Masaad refused and started to walk away. Abdel-Khalek promptly fired a shot that penetrated the priest’s kidney. Masaad doubled over and fell to the ground. Bleeding profusely, he called out for help.

What happened next would be hotly debated after Georges’s arrest.

The prosecution initially claimed that Georges had then taken the revolver and fired a second bullet into Masaad’s skull. But Georges always maintained that it was Abdel-Khalek who had fired both shots.

A man from a nearby village passed by and saw the Peugeot parked along the side of the road. Thinking it odd that a car would be parked along such a lonely stretch of road at night, he wrote down the license plate number: 1403.

Fearing they would be caught, Georges and Abdel-Khalek didn’t take the time to bury Masaad’s body or cover up the killing. They split and fled the crime scene, with Georges climbing into the car that would incriminate him, driving home for a bath, and later going to a casino along the coast.

The next day, Georges flew to Cairo for a business trip. By then, investigators were hot on his tail, having found Masaad’s body and followed up with the eyewitness, who had given them the license plate number of the suspicious Peugeot.

The moment he stepped off the plane from Cairo on April 21, 1960, he was grabbed by police and taken directly to custody outside Beirut. He was detained in Baabda Prison. He denied killing Masaad but admitted he had been running a smuggling operation with him.

Three months later, in July, prosecutors filed their indictment, accusing Georges and Abdel-Khalek of the murder of the priest, and seeking the death penalty for both.

In early August, after sawing through the iron bars of Baabda Prison, eight inmates (including Abdel-Khalek) escaped. According to two of the inmates who were later caught, Georges had engineered the plan, complete with paying off the guards in exchange for their smuggling a saw to one of the captured inmates. The deal was that in return for delivering the tool that enabled his freedom, Abdel-Khalek would take full blame for the murder, once they were out, one of the inmates said.

Georges vehemently denied any involvement in the escape, but the saga became even more theatrical from there. One of the escapees who had been apprehended claimed that Georges’s wife, Rose, had provided the funds used to pay for the escape, delivering cash to Georges during her visits to him in prison. Rose herself was apprehended in Broummana, where she had been staying with the young Carlos and his sister. She was put into solitary confinement in Baabda Women’s Prison.

The children were again sheltered from the reality of that terrifying turn of events. They knew that something was different that day only because they were sent to the house of their tutor, Mademoiselle Alice, who usually came to their home for the lessons.

While being interrogated, the wide-eyed Rose told the authorities that their car had been stolen and she knew nothing of the escape plan. She was released the next day and never faced charges. Meanwhile, Georges was transferred out of Baabda Prison after organizing a hunger strike to protest a shortage of food in the prison, the supply of which had been cut off as a security measure following Abdel-Khalek’s escape.

They sent him to another jail in Beirut, La Citadelle. That did little to tamp down public intrigue, however. By the start of the trial in October, the story was still front-page news in Lebanon. Three buses and fifteen taxis carried people from Ashkout, the murdered priest’s small town, to Beirut to attend the trial.

Abdel-Khalek was still at large but never took the full blame for the murder. At trial, Georges argued that Abdel-Khalek had framed him for the murder over a grudge over a land dispute. The judge didn’t buy it. Georges was found guilty and sentenced to death. He was thirty-seven.

A few years later, however, his death sentence was commuted to fifteen years of hard labor. In the revised sentence, a judge reviewed the evidence and determined that Georges had only asked Abdel-Khalek to force Masaad to sign a document acknowledging his debt, not to shoot him. The killing was ruled an accident.

After almost three years on the run, Abdel-Khalek was eventually taken into custody again. He was found guilty of murder and given a life sentence.

* * *

Around the time of his father’s arrest, Carlos Ghosn was enveloped in the most protective cocoon available, one that would ideally shield him from the mania of his family’s drama. He was enrolled at the Collège Notre-Dame de Jamhour, a private all-boys school run by Jesuit priests and one of the best schools in the Middle East.

The campus, perched atop a hill with views of nearby Beirut, had recently been renovated. The Jesuit brothers sought to provide a world-class education, conducted in French, on a par with that of the most elite schools in Europe. Its alumni went on to the highest levels of business and government in Lebanon.

Naturally intelligent, Ghosn was a good student but not at the top of his class. Still, he was gifted enough to be placed among the brightest students, who studied Latin in addition to Arabic and English. History was the one subject where he exerted himself and demonstrated a genuine fascination. He inhaled history books, particularly those of the ancient Greek and Roman variety. He had an insatiable passion for tales of great men—not the legends of King Arthur or Odysseus but Alexander the Great, the Caesars, Napoleon Bonaparte—men who had sought out boundaries in order to cross them.

As a teenager, Ghosn’s ambitions matured. He settled into his growing personality and started considering where he would go to university, maybe even in Paris, where his mother had often dreamed of living. In high school, he began thinking more seriously about his career, coming to the realization that if he wanted to be successful, he would have to devote himself to math and literature, just as he had to history. In tandem with his growing ambition for his future was an increasingly dynamic competitive streak, one that the Jesuits nurtured and encouraged. At Jamhour, the Jesuits publicly ranked the students on their performance and gave out awards to top performers. Ghosn started to compete for all of them, and by the second year of high school, he became determined to achieve the top score in every exam.

There were two sides to Carlos, which is hardly uncommon for a high-achieving adolescent, especially one with an absent father and a close bond with his mother. Marathon study sessions were offset by sessions of hanging out with friends who were obsessed with the Who and the Rolling Stones, and underage joy rides to Al Hamra, the buzzing nightlife district of the city known as the Paris of the Middle East. It was a golden age of a place soon to be plunged into unrest and despair.

As he reached the end of his time in high school, Ghosn became increasingly focused on academic success. His ambition crystallized on getting to France. Believing that the next few years would determine the rest of his life, he wouldn’t even let friendships stand in his way. In junior year, students had to take their Lebanese baccalaureate exams, and the school gave them a month off to prepare, which led many of the kids to form small groups for cramming at the monastery. One of Ghosn’s closest friends, Farid Aractingi, expected that he and Ghosn would go off together. But when he asked about their plans, Ghosn said he was going with another student, who wasn’t his friend.

“Come on, Carlos, you’re going with him?” Aractingi asked, devastated.

“Yes,” Ghosn said. “He’s a hard worker. You, you’re a dilettante.”

During his final year, a cousin recalled how he and Ghosn went over to the home of a distant relative of theirs. While they were there, they received a call from their grandma Marie’s home, where Ghosn was staying at the time. The message was clear: “You’d better hurry home.” Ghosn complied, the cousin said, rushing back to the house. When he arrived, Ghosn’s father was there waiting for him. Georges had been released from prison early for good behavior. Ghosn could hardly remember a time in his life when his father hadn’t been in prison. It was an emotional moment for the Ghosn family.

The reunion wouldn’t last. Four months later, as Ghosn was preparing for his final exams, arguably the biggest moment in his young life, his father was arrested again. Georges was caught with $34,000 in counterfeit US dollars. Following his release, he had promptly traveled to Italy and bought a printing press. With it, he and a group of accomplices had printed more than $1 million in fake US dollars, which they had tried to circulate through Lebanon and Brazil. Georges pleaded not guilty but was convicted and sentenced to another three years in jail.

In his dad’s long absence, Ghosn had grown up as the man of the house but had done so in what was essentially a matriarchal home, with three sisters and a strong bond with his mother. He had good relationships with his sisters and with his grandmother. Rose was a caring mother, but she was firm in her insistence on academic excellence, and much of Ghosn’s success at school came under her attentive eye. However strict she was about his education, she loved him deeply. She had a habit, which lasted into his teenage years, of checking nightly that her only son was sleeping soundly.

Ghosn inherited Rose’s keen analytical mind and her knack for numbers. On holidays with his sisters and cousins, he loved to play board games, especially Risk. He had something of a formulaic strategy that he opened with every time. He would always start in Japan and slowly build up an army from there.

Whatever pain Ghosn felt about the absence of his father he buried away. He never spoke of it, and his friends knew not to ask. However suppressed that anguish was, after his father was incarcerated for the second time, Ghosn became notably more rebellious. He had always been a joker, doing things such as bringing a device to school that made the sound of a cow and setting it off in his desk to confuse the teachers and make his classmates laugh. With age, his jokes sometimes took on a cruel, arrogant edge. He rankled at the staid practices of the Jesuits and what he saw as their blind adherence to tradition. A classmate, Elie Gharios, said he and Ghosn painted DOWN WITH OLD PEOPLE on the wall of a school building, targeting the elderly priests who ran the school, one of whom Ghosn bullied mercilessly.

The string of insults from the young man proved to be too much for the Jesuits, and they kicked Ghosn out of school, even though he was due to finish within days. And while Ghosn’s test scores were good enough to merit acceptance at the elite preparatory schools in France, the priests refused to recommend him to the most prestigious Jesuit school in the west of Paris.

Instead, Ghosn opted for Collège Stanislas de Paris, still a famous French prep school that counted Charles de Gaulle, Christian Dior, and Prince Albert of Monaco among its alumni. It was hardly a bad outcome for a kid from Lebanon whose family name had been tarnished by a father convicted of murder. In France, there is an intermediate station between high school and some elite universities. Stanlislas was that stop, and getting into the preparatory school offered Ghosn a pathway to the country’s vaunted institutions of higher learning.

After interviewing his teachers at Jamhour to make sure that Ghosn was worth the investment, two of his uncles agreed to pay for his studies. In the fall of 1971, young Carlos Ghosn flew to Paris for the first time.




3

The Outsider

When Ghosn first arrived in Paris in 1971, he found the French capital to be unwelcoming, even demoralizing. He was homesick for the warmth of Lebanon, the emotional, social, hot-blooded Beirutis whom he knew and understood. To a lonely teenager, Parisians were more rational, more distant, colder.

It didn’t help that he was suddenly in a different academic league. Failing certain classes was a shock for the star of Jamhour. But his wits had won him a place at the elite prep school for a reason. Soon, the principal at Collège Stanislas noticed Ghosn’s talent for math: he had a knack for finding simple solutions to complex problems. He suggested that the École Polytechnique, with its strong science and engineering programs, would make a worthy target for the young man. Ghosn took up the challenge. His ambition merging with a definitive opportunity was all the motivation he needed.

He buried himself in work. His sister Claudine was studying in Paris at the same time. Though they were close, finding a couple of hours in her brother’s timetable to attend a movie or grab coffee felt like a small miracle. For two years, Ghosn’s life revolved around his desk in his student room and the local cafeterias, where he could grab a quick meal for a few francs.

In the spring of 1973, he took his first crack at the École Polytechnique entrance exam but didn’t make the cut (this is very common, akin to people taking the bar exam). He decided to go back to Stanislas and try again the following year. He wouldn’t miss twice, but only by the skin of his teeth. He had received an abysmal grade in industrial design, which in other years would have disqualified him from entry.

It wasn’t until he got back to Beirut that Ghosn learned that the fierce competition for entry to École Polytechnique that year had worked in his favor. One physics test, which he had passed, was so ferociously difficult that the admissions officers had had to change the rules and accept applicants with disqualifying grades. When Ghosn told his mother that he was in, she was beside herself with joy. And when he returned to Paris, he was no longer a nervous applicant.

The reformed high school rebel, having completed a successful, if challenging, three years preparing for his entrance exam, walked through the tall, dark green gates of the famed École Polytechnique, under words etched in stone during the reign of Napoleon Bonaparte:

POUR LA PATRIE, LES SCIENCES ET LA GLOIRE.

For the homeland, sciences, and glory.

It was January 1975. Now twenty years old, Ghosn was finally where a young man of his intellect belonged. Founded in 1794 for military engineers and built up by the French emperor himself, École Polytechnique had evolved into much more than an engineering school in which to earn a uniform and learn military tactics. Nearly two hundred years into its existence, it had become a preferred school for would-be masters of the French-speaking universe.

Exceptionally exclusive, it seldom admitted more than three hundred applicants a year. Its assumption was that nearly every one of those students would turn into someone. Graduates from this incubator of scientists, statesmen, and entrepreneurs included three presidents of France; three Nobel laureates; Ferdinand Foch, the supreme Allied commander in World War I; and André Citroën, the founder of the eponymous automaker.

What all these notables had in common, however, was that they were Frenchmen. Carlos Ghosn was an outsider from the moment he stepped inside, one of only eight foreigners to enter the school that year.

Ghosn lived in student digs, where residents were assigned rooms by their sport, and he was grouped with three others who had chosen soccer. His new roommates had arrived at École Polytechnique four months prior. Like the other French students, they had begun their school year in September 1974, when they had been handed two military uniforms, given military haircuts, and thrust into a train to the south of France for their requisite military training. They had returned in January as officers, while Ghosn arrived as a foreigner and a civilian.

* * *

For all its fields of instruction, École Polytechnique was still a military school and operated as such. Students woke at 7:00 a.m. to the sound of a bugle and the sight of a daily flag-raising ceremony. They were expected to learn to march like soldiers, an exercise completed in full military regalia, including the Napoleonic-era bicorne. A polytechnicien’s most public duty is to open the military parade down the Champs-Elysées every year on Bastille Day.

Ghosn was a dutiful participant, though he was excluded from some exercises and activities because he wasn’t French. Still, he enjoyed the academic and social life that blossomed around the martial center of gravity. He played soccer several times a week and earned his first nickname, “La Branche,” as Ghosn means “branch” in Arabic. (The nickname was quickly supplanted when a Venezuelan terrorist known as “Carlos the Jackal” went on a killing spree in Paris, and classmates returned to calling him Carlos, with an added wink to the bad guy.) He had an active nightlife, sneaking out to go to bars after the school gates closed at 10:00 p.m.

Every year, the top graduates went straight into the French public service, almost as a matter of course. In the 1970s, that future was considered far more prestigious than going into business. If those alumni played their cards right, it could lead them to the Elysée Palace.

Ghosn had little interest in such a path. He wanted to go into business, as he believed it would offer him more freedom, enable him to take more initiatives—and ultimately make him more money. In any event, even if he had wanted to dedicate himself to the service of the French Republic, an important obstacle stood in his way: he wasn’t a French citizen. He would always be excluded from its prime posts.

In part because he wasn’t competing with his classmates for the brass ring of French government service, Ghosn saw little need to study long hours to get the best grades. He could just enjoy life in his own way. He took math courses with Laurent Schwartz, the first Frenchman to receive the prestigious Fields Medal. He studied economics under Thierry de Montbrial, who captivated his attention with his lectures.

Away from the classroom, Ghosn saw the appeal of broadening his horizons beyond the exclusively French ambitions that transfixed his classmates. He made evident a growing fascination with the culture of the United States through a social initiative he called Tables Américaines, packing local dinner tables with Americans so that École Polytechnique students could improve their English and the Americans could hone their French. Ghosn had studied English, but he wanted to speak it as well as he spoke Portuguese, Arabic, and French. The evenings inevitably went beyond the finer points of conjugation and often spilled into the bars of the Latin Quarter until the wee hours of the morning.

The eating and drinking club served Ghosn well. When forty École Polytechnique students went to the United States in 1976, they leaned on their Tables Americaines contacts. Ghosn used the opportunity to drop into the University of Colorado in Boulder for a seminar on American culture (though he was more impressed by the Martha Graham Dance Company practicing on the grass outside). While there, he went with a couple of friends and three of the dancers to a student bar, knocking back potent Harvey Wallbangers for his first experience being seriously drunk.

On that trip, Ghosn also paid a visit to a friend he had met in Paris who lived in Santa Cruz, California. She had told him that her family was middle class, but when Ghosn turned up at her place it was a huge villa with four cars in the garage, including a Porsche and a Mercedes. This is how the American middle class lives? Ghosn thought. He hadn’t seen anything like it in Brazil, Lebanon, or France.

When he returned to Paris from the land of opportunity, the country had just emerged from what would be known as Les Trente Glorieuses—the three decades of growth and technological progress following World War II. Graduates of École Polytechnique could envision their future prospects with confidence.

Back home in Beirut, however, things were deteriorating. The carefree Lebanon in which Ghosn had grown up, the cosmopolitan playground of jet-setters, was being dragged into the conflicts that surrounded it. By the spring of 1975, Lebanon had spiraled into civil war. First, it was just worrying headlines that Ghosn read in Paris, scanning newspapers while studying at the Sainte-Geneviève Library, across the square from the Panthéon; or in conversation at one of the student cafés that lined the sidewalks surrounding École Polytechnique. But then it hit close—very close—to home.
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