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INTRODUCTION

Having pursued a career as a TV journalist, in 2010 I launched the blog Sarawak Report. On a visit to my childhood home of East Malaysian Borneo I had seen devastating destruction of the ancient rainforest and the eco-system it supported, along with the impact on numerous indigenous communities. Over the next couple of years, in the face of a barrage of legal threats from all directions, I uncovered a web of corruption involving politicians, companies and state operators as greedy and ruthless as each other.

By 2013 my brief had widened. I had begun investigating a global network of criminals and the financial institutions and professional bodies that were facilitating them. They were assisting the prime minister of Malaysia himself in the purloining of his country’s assets.

The vehicle for this grand theft was the so-called One Malaysia Development Fund (1MDB). Set up in July 2009 as a replacement for another fund that had become mired in dispute, this was supposedly a pool of wealth for investment in energy, real estate, hospitality and other causes throughout the country’s states. I had obtained the secret details of one of the bond issues that the world’s leading investment bank, Goldman Sachs, was conducting on behalf of 1MDB and in collaboration with a twenty-six-year-old Penang-born businessman named Jho Low. Jho Low was acting as a secret proxy for Prime Minister Najib Razak – though he had no official position – in the management of that fund.

Goldman Sachs had raised billions of dollars for 1MDB, all privately through its own clients, ensuring that the finances of the fund remained conveniently shrouded in mystery. There was no doubt among those in the know in Malaysia that 1MDB was a scam to raise an election war chest and political slush fund for Najib, and to enrich his own family. I urged the US regulators to investigate, while the famously litigious bank remained unusually silent.

Subsequently, I would dig up a great deal more about this extraordinary scam, facilitated by top banks, leading law firms and accountancy outfits. It would develop into the largest theft investigation undertaken (and the largest ever asset seizure) by the FBI and US Department of Justice.

1MDB’s stolen money had reached all over the globe. The crooks had bought up iconic real estate, restaurant chains, shopping malls, private schools, artwork, oil exploration enterprises, diamonds, fleets of luxury cars, jets and yachts. The cash had bankrolled Jho Low’s playboy lifestyle of preposterous extravagance, fuelling wild Las Vegas parties and lavishing luxury upon a coterie of celebrities he gathered around him.

Not only in Malaysia were officials and politicians enmeshed in the shocking web of backhanders for favours: the network of political corruption extended across Asia and the Middle East and all the way to Europe and the heart of Washington. Billions of dollars were channelled through offshore companies controlled by Jho Low and his associates into their own and Najib’s personal accounts and the accounts of several of their high-level official collaborators. The story of how this happened has become a textbook study of the ongoing abuse of the global financial system.

But the 1MDB conspiracy did not end in 2016. Though Najib, Jho Low and their co-conspirators had been utterly exposed, their lifetime of impunity left them sure they could salvage the situation. They scrambled desperately to cling on to their power and wealth with one last roll of the dice: a cover-up more audacious than any that had come before. This book is the story of what happened next.

The implications of this later series of events are even more significant and chilling, in my view, than the original scandal. They involve superpower rivalry: the deliberate use by China of its diplomatic channels, spy networks, state-run construction businesses and state-owned banks to come to the attempted rescue of the beleaguered Malaysian prime minister and to prop him up as he fought to deny his crimes.

It is also a story of terrifying brutality meted out to those individuals who got in the way of these powerful players. Secret imprisonments, deaths and disappearances pepper the narrative of events that were publicly presented – from Beijing to Washington, the Gulf and Kuala Lumpur – as ordinary diplomatic discourse between senior representatives of sovereign states, going about their business on behalf of their people.

The powerplay on this occasion failed, ultimately, with Najib’s downfall. Yet the ruthless neo-imperialist purpose behind China’s brazen intervention in Malaysia’s scandal lies is revealed by what I can now show happened. Had Najib himself not been brought down by an angry electorate, then Malaysia would have fallen even more firmly under the power and influence of its superpower neighbour, through tactics that we can see mirrored in different guises across Southeast Asia, Africa and beyond. If the light-touch regulation of the dollar system allows corrupted capitalism to facilitate kleptocratic regimes and steal resources, the rigid totalitarianism and expansionism of China is targeting the same regions with the same resource-hungry purposes in mind. And in this case the corruption is being directed from the top of central government.

Key sources sought me out as I unpicked the story of the China contract between 2016 and 2025, reporting each element on Sarawak Report as snapshots of the wider picture came to light. These snapshots amounted to pieces in a huge jigsaw, which you will see assembled over the course of this book. Inevitably that will mean going backwards and forwards in time as new pieces arrive. We start, for example, not in Malaysia but in Kuwait, relatively late in the story, to introduce one of the sources who helped me to finally crack the code.

The dedicated work of other journalists around the world helped fill in important elements of the narrative, as will be seen. With all the information that has now been gathered, the full story can at last be told.
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ESCAPE

The secret service vehicle drew to a halt outside Bachar Kiwan’s residence at the Al Tameer complex in Kuwait City Centre. It was nightfall on 19 December 2017, and Bachar could not have been more surprised by the prospect of his release.

For the past forty-eight days the businessman had been the involuntary guest of the grim-faced companions now either side of him in the back seat of the van. They had held him in solitary confinement and subjected him to lengthy interrogations, ritual humiliations and regular beatings.

To begin with, his family had been given no idea where he even was. All they knew was that he had been marched out of his offices by a group of plainclothes men. These men arrived unannounced, two days after Bachar’s lawyers had issued an appeal against a surprise five-year jail sentence, passed on grounds of alleged forgery, against him and four directors of his company, Al Waseet, which had become one of the Middle East’s largest media and publishing groups.

The case had seemed bizarre. Directors had signed the minutes for a board meeting that had been held at a time when four of them had been abroad. They had testified that the signatures were theirs, they had merely not attended the board in person. It seemed a petty irregularity over which to launch a criminal prosecution; and under normal circumstances no arrest ought to have taken place until the court had ruled on the board members’ joint appeal.

However, this had been no ordinary arrest, and Bachar had ended up in no ordinary jail. This was a secret detention under state security measures, the sort of treatment reserved for foreigners suspected of terrorism or persons presenting a threat to the state.

During the long hours of bullying and interrogation, the secret service personnel had accused Bachar of being a Syrian spy in the pay of the Assad family. They told him also that he had betrayed the trust of the ruling Sabah family of Kuwait, in particular of his former business partner, Sheikh Sabah Jaber Al Mubarak Al Sabah, the son of the then prime minister.

The days had rolled by and the assaults had continued; Bachar says he had become resigned to the brutality and to the presumption that he would die without ever regaining his freedom. Five years of this would not have been endurable. He believes that he owes his survival to the fact that he possessed a French passport, and that his French wife, Angélique, had activated diplomatic channels on his behalf. Eventually, he had been passed a phone and been allowed to take a call from her once a week. And now he appeared to be experiencing some form of release.

‘Let me explain,’ said the officer at his side, the car door still firmly shut, with the engine ticking over. ‘You are to go and wash yourself and tidy up and you will say nothing of what passed between us. We release you only at the decision of Sheikh Sabah. You are about to go to jail to serve your sentence. The police will come for you in two days’ time. Know what is good for you and that you are lucky to be alive. Keep it that way. Never mention the time you spent with us and remember we are watching and listening to your every move.’

Gaunt, stinking, bearded and broken, Bachar stumbled from the car. Back inside his luxury penthouse he washed, shaved, ate and then considered his options. His phone would be monitored, along with his front door and probably the inside of his flat as well. He would have two days of this relative freedom before the charade of an ordinary arrest.

He therefore hesitated to contact his family. His wife and son had taken refuge in France, and it was now the Christmas period. One of his brothers, who was in Kuwait, would be watched like him; his brother-in-law had also been sentenced as one of the four directors of the company, convicted like himself.

However, there had been many long months in the lead-up to Bachar’s detention, during which time his situation in Kuwait had become more precarious by the day. A growing slate of civil and criminal cases had been lodged against him by his erstwhile ‘brother’ and business partner of twenty-seven years, the aforementioned Sheikh Sabah, now working with rivals who had come to see Bachar as an existential threat. To them he had become an enemy who knew far too much about the new developments in the business he had once managed for Sheikh Sabah. That, believed Bachar, was what lay at the root of all his present problems.

Those darkening months and the travel ban that had been imposed against him in the wake of court cases had caused Bachar to map out some contingency plans with a person whom he believed he could trust. Now that he was back at the penthouse there was a short window of time to put them into action, and he decided he would take it.

At the base of his condominium was a gym. The gym had an office with a phone and also a back exit into a service alley. The following morning, he slipped down for an ostensible workout and dialled up his contact to tell him he was ‘ready’.

One hour later his friend pulled up by the exit. Bachar slipped out of the door and dived onto the back seat of the car where he lay flat. They drew back into the midday traffic unremarked upon. For the next four days Bachar hid as a fugitive at his friend’s home while they prepared the next stage of his escape. ‘It was a huge risk for him to shield me in his home. By then they were looking for me. I am terribly grateful and this person must never be exposed.’

The rescuer reached out to a contact among the transportation companies which criss-cross the region with trucks of merchandise. For a fee of $40,000 in cash, delivered in advance by Bachar’s brother, who was now in the know, a driver was identified who could be trusted to do the task, according to his boss. The nearest border was with Iraq, some three hours’ drive away. Beyond that lay Basra, another 80 kilometres further up the road, and the location of the nearest airport.

At around 3.00 am on 24 December, Bachar’s brother came to where he was hiding to pick him up. After their embrace he handed Bachar his French passport which his family had kept carefully concealed throughout his incarceration. Together they drove directly to a lorry park to locate the truck and the Egyptian driver who had agreed to risk the dangerous mission. The driver was already there, waiting at a prearranged pick-up place.

Bachar bade his loyal brother farewell and got into the front seat beside the driver as the lorry revved its engines into the night air. ‘I was still terrified the driver would betray me,’ Bachar recalled. ‘He had already taken the money, so he hadn’t needed to even turn up, yet he’d done so. I had been assured he was a good and religious man and had promised while holding a copy of the Qur’an that he would complete the mission faithfully. However, I was still weak with fear knowing that he could at any minute just stop the vehicle and throw me out into the desert.’

Bachar therefore invested his remaining energy into bonding with his driver as they made their way up towards the border. He explained his own troubles: how he was no common criminal, but rather somebody who had incurred the wrath of a powerful sheikh – unfairly in his view, and owing to the machinations of those who wished to usurp his influence.

The Egyptian, a man in his fifties, seemed sympathetic and caring. This was the first time he had done such a thing as transport a fugitive, he said. But he knew this route well, he reassured Bachar, and would take care of him – they must just be steadfast. Thirty minutes short of the border they stopped the truck, and the driver took Bachar into the part of the cabin behind their seats. There he pulled out a folding bed of the sort that long-distance drivers use to break their journeys. He indicated to Bachar that he should crawl into the cavity designed for the bed so he could close it after him.

For the following hour and a half the truck inched slowly through the customs procedures, first across the Kuwaiti border and then across the Iraqi border. Both sets of border guards instructed the driver to get out of the cab to answer their questions and to open up his lorry for inspections of his merchandise. But they detected nothing unusual and let him on his way. Still pinned in his hiding place, Bachar offered his private thanks to God.

Straight after crossing the Iraqi border, the driver pulled into a parking lot. It was here they had arranged to meet another valuable ally who had agreed to help Bachar on the next stage of his escape. The friend, a business contact in Iraq, was already waiting in his car, and the two men helped Bachar out of his confinement and back onto his feet. It was time to bid farewell to the Egyptian driver.

Bachar was full of gratitude and held no regret over the expense of a journey that would have cost a fraction of that amount in ordinary circumstances. They embraced. Bachar didn’t know it at the time, but it would be the lorry driver who was to pay the higher price for that trip.

Meanwhile, the drive north to Basra held its own daunting challenges. The legacy of Iraq’s recent history is a militarised presence, and there are at least two roadblocks between the border and the city, where the military police take their duties seriously. Bachar was painfully aware that, since he had smuggled himself through the border, his passport had not been not stamped. It held no record of a legal entry into the country. Thankfully, his new guide was no ordinary friend – he was well-connected with a powerful cousin. ‘In Iraq, if you know people, you are above the law,’ Bachar told me.

Indeed, as they approached each of the two roadblocks the guards on duty waved their hands with a gesture of recognition. They exchanged polite words with Bachar’s well-connected companion before ushering the car through the barriers without any inspection. Bachar was not asked to show his incriminating passport at either stop.

The influence of his friend was to rescue him again a couple of days later at Basra airport, where once more his missing passport stamp spelled danger. A ticket had been bought to Beirut, to where his brother had already flown to meet him, and he just needed to get on the plane without official harassment. No worries: a senior official had agreed to meet the pair outside the airport and Bachar was escorted through check-in to receive his boarding pass before being taken to the official’s office, still accompanied by his well-connected friend.

As they drank tea together, the official organised for the passport to be stamped twice, in and out. He then guided his guests through emigration and passport control as far as the aeroplane, where Bachar finally said goodbye to his friend who had stayed to see him safely through, right until he took his seat.

In Beirut, Bachar was safe. ‘It was a great relief, a return to life,’ says Bachar, ‘even if the after-effects of my arrest persisted.’ His brother collected him from the flight. It was time to discuss how they would break the news of his escape to his wife and family, who were still in the dark about what had happened over the preceding ten days.

By then it was 30 December, and Angélique and their fifteen-yearold son had been trying to follow Bachar’s instruction to keep life going as normally as possible. Having spent Christmas with family in Montpellier, for the New Year they had gone to stay with close friends who owned a ski chalet near Geneva.

Bachar had rung the friends. ‘Don’t tell them I am flying to Geneva,’ he said. ‘Will you come to collect me?’ So it was that, by late afternoon on New Year’s Eve, Bachar had reached the bosom of his surprised and delighted family and closest friends, a free man at last. ‘The joy of freedom was, above all, finding Angélique and my son – an indefinable joy,’ is how he describes it. With huge relief at his escape, they celebrated a very special New Year.

* * *

The rift between business partners that had put Bachar Kirwan in such danger would one day unlock many of the hidden connections that explained the 1MDB scandal. He would eventually become one of my most important contacts. So what precisely had precipitated his fall from grace?

His family had no connection to the feudal clans that dominate life in the Gulf region. They were among the vast wave of incomers, in his case from Syria, who service the economy but hold no rights save at the arbitrary behest of those who ultimately employ and can expel them. Bachar’s father set up an interior painting and decorating business which flourished. By the time he took his family back to Syria, in 1973, his business had spread across the region. Bachar and his three brothers and sisters were sent to Swiss and then French boarding schools as a reflection of their father’s strong belief that the right education was the key to a good start in life. It was also a reflection of how much money he had managed to make.

Then, in 1981, when Bachar was sixteen years old, the family moved again as trouble broke out in their own country. They settled in Montpellier, and the siblings went to school there. It was here that Bachar first met his wife to be, Angélique, from an established local family of wine producers. During his classes at Montpellier University, he had been inspired by his study of a successful business model of the era, namely free newspapers funded by classified advertising. Bachar still had family and contacts in Kuwait, and he knew that no such business existed there or throughout the region, despite the burgeoning consumer society fuelled by the booming oil economies.

The reason for this gap in the market, he says, was the restricted media environment. In Kuwait all printed material was firmly controlled by the ruling Al Sabah family, whose different branches occupied the key positions of state. There were no independent newspapers, merely propaganda organs of the government. Bachar could see the potential for opening up variety and advertising space. However, just setting up a newspaper, free or otherwise, without official endorsement was out of the question – even more so for a foreigner, albeit one born in the country.

‘You cannot incorporate a business in Kuwait without a local sponsor, who will be the nominal owner of the enterprise,’ Bachar explained as he told his story. ‘In fact, that local sponsor must officially own a controlling 51 per cent of the shares, and it is his signature that is needed for everything: to sign the accounts, pay taxes, secure licences, authorise bank accounts. Beyond that he may do nothing. However, he has total nominal control.’

The young graduate therefore took his project, along with his persuasive charm, to the office of the then minister of information, Sheikh Jaber Al Mubarak Al Hamad Al Sabah. He made his case so successfully that the minister indicated he might well be inclined to give him the assistance required. The business was about to be launched in 1990 when geopolitics intervened. Bachar was fortunate to be in France when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990; however, the subsequent First Iraq War suspended his plans.

By the time Bachar was able to return to Kuwait, a couple of years later, Sheikh Jaber had moved on to a far more powerful and significant government post as minister of defence. Yet he was still interested in Bachar’s proposal and agreed to help revive it. The local sponsor, Sheikh Jaber decided, would now be his own son, Sheikh Sabah Jaber Al Mubarak Al Sabah.

For the next twenty-seven years they got on famously, says Bachar, and made huge amounts of money. Sheikh Sabah was established as the chairman of the business and nominal 51 per cent owner. His role was to sign what was put in front of him and enjoy the reflected glory as the group expanded into a major operation opening magazines, advertising agencies and PR firms across the Middle East. The hyperactive Bachar was the CEO. He made sure to keep his sponsor suitably flattered and well rewarded. Sheikh Sabah operated numerous other businesses in the same fashion, but this company, named Al Waseet, soon became his flagship brand.

By 2007, Bachar was the de facto 80 per cent shareholder of the international conglomerate, with Sheikh Sabah only a 20 per cent shareholder – though, because of the enormous growth of the business, the sheikh’s revenues from it followed a steep upward trajectory.

At the same time, while the company remained incorporated in Kuwait, the main offices were moved to Dubai. Thus the business thrived, and relations between Bachar and Sheikh Sabah remained harmonious until the arrival on the scene of the enigmatic young Malaysian businessman Jho Low.
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ENTER JHO LOW

Bachar’s introduction to Jho Low had come about through a seemingly chance encounter at one of those networking events that are so central to business in Gulf circles – a male-only gathering, known as a diwaniya in Kuwait, at the reception rooms of one of the powerful local sheikhs. Here, during the closing days of November 2015, Bachar was approached by a suave and eloquent young man named Hamad al-Wazzan, who had recently returned to Kuwait having earned a degree at the Wharton School, the business school of the University of Pennsylvania. This he had followed with stints working as a banker at UBS in New York, then Rothschild Bank and J. P. Morgan in London.

The college grad explained that he was looking for openings. He later claimed to this writer that Bachar had struck him as a perfect mentor that evening – an older successful businessman full of cosmopolitan ease, and a role model for what he himself hoped to become. They had something else in common in that, like Bachar, Hamad was not an indigenous Kuwaiti. He had Egyptian roots, meaning he would need to live by his wits as there would be no easy tickets bestowed by birth.

That evening Hamad had started trading anecdotes about an intriguing foreign connection that many in Kuwait already knew he had. His claim to fame was that, as a college student at Wharton, he had shared digs, classes and, more excitingly, many wild evenings with the headline-catching big-spender, Jho Low.

By late 2015, Jho Low’s controversial reputation had reverberated through the internet. The flamboyant twenty-six-year-old Chinese Malaysian billionaire had developed a reputation for outlandishly expensive partying and hanging out with the Hollywood jet-set.

He had hit the newsstands in his home country and the US after 2009 (the year in which Najib Razak as prime minister in Malaysia had taken office and begun serious looting of the country’s coffers). He had come to notice for mounting lavish events in Las Vegas, New York and Saint-Tropez, attended by celebrity companions such as Paris Hilton, Leonardo DiCaprio, Britney Spears, Lindsay Lohan and a string of top American rap and hip-hop musicians including Usher, Swizz Beatz, Alicia Keys and Pras Michel of the Fugees. He emerged as the purchaser of a super-yacht, took stakes in major US hotel chains and blue-chip companies, bought at auction some of the world’s most expensive paintings, and reportedly funded some multimillion-dollar Hollywood movies, including The Wolf of Wall Street.

There were inevitable questions about the source of the young man’s apparent enormous wealth and its connection to the Malaysian sovereign wealth fund 1MDB – the activities of which were shrouded in mystery, as were the whereabouts of the billions of dollars which had been ploughed into it. This had been the focus of my investigations and my blog, Sarawak Report, for the previous two years. It had become increasingly obvious that Jho Low had created and was managing 1MDB, supposedly a Malaysian national asset, as a private slush fund for the prime minister, Najib, and his co-conspirators – pre-eminently among them, Jho Low himself, of course.

My exposés, as whistleblowers leaked documents to me and I uncovered more and more about this grand larceny, had been making an impact. Though my website was soon banned in Malaysia, the information I published was widely reported within Malaysia, where business news outlets had long raised valid questions about the fund. The case was increasingly taken up by international media such as the Sunday Times, New York Times, Financial Times and Wall Street Journal.

Numerous enquiries were launched by Malaysia’s own official regulators into what appeared to be multibillion-dollar holes in 1MDB’s accounts, which Sarawak Report had connected to huge payments into offshore companies that Jho Low owned. In March 2015 a couple of his known business associates, the top officials of Abu Dhabi’s International Petroleum Investment Company (IPIC) sovereign wealth fund, with which 1MDB had entered into a supposed joint venture, had quietly been thrown behind bars there for their involvement in the affair. Less well known was that the US Department of Justice, tipped off by me, had started a major money laundering investigation which had sparked similar investigations in Switzerland, Singapore and elsewhere across the banking world.

Jho Low’s well-oiled PR operation continued to deny that he had ever been connected with 1MDB, but the whole edifice was crumbling. He moved his main company, Jynwel Capital, to Hong Kong, from where he appeared to distance himself from Najib and was (belatedly) claiming to have inherited his billion-dollar fortune from family wealth. Unfortunately, this collided with his own previous talk of his humble middle-class origins and role as a mere ‘concierge’ to wealthier friends, inconveniently documented in interviews with the press.

Nonetheless it appeared to most observers that Najib had the situation under control, especially following a ruthless crackdown in summer 2015. Malaysian opposition parties might yap, and local reformers carp but, like the Gulf monarchies themselves, Najib’s ruling UMNO party seemed to hold an impregnable grip on power, rooted in ethnic loyalties in this Southeast Asian country.

The party, based on the support of the Malay majority vote, had been entrenched in office in the fragile democracy of Malaysia since independence, and Najib had followed the trajectory of his predecessors in consolidating his political power. He had appointed himself finance minister in addition to prime minister, while also retaining the presidency of his party, UMNO. Moreover, as the prime minister representing a Muslim majority in a country of multiple races and religions, Najib had taken great care to cultivate good relations with the kingdoms in the Gulf, making frequent and obsequious visits there, seeking investment while playing up the kinship between fellow Islamic monarchies with petroleum-based economies.

Malaysia was obviously the poorer cousin, and Najib’s power less absolute than that of his counterparts in the Gulf; but these close relations strengthened his position. When, for example, Sarawak Report traced how (among many other diversions of funds) a payment of $681 million had been channelled from 1MDB into the prime minister’s personal bank account, he claimed that, on the contrary, it had been a personal gift from the late King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia to support his global efforts in moderate Islam. The Saudi foreign minister was later wheeled out to endorse this falsehood. Meanwhile, as the 1MDB scandal grew, Najib and Jho resorted to more ruthless measures against whistleblowers, political opposition and media.

As with Najib, Jho’s hyperactive deal-making continued to focus on the Middle East. He networked with connected players such as the Saudi Prince Turki, then governor of Riyadh, and the UAE Ambassador to the United States, Sheikh Yousef Al Otaiba, who brokered joint investments for him in hotels and funds in the United States while taking lucrative stakes in businesses connected to Malaysia. Such connections still appeared impeccable enough in Malaysia and the Gulf given Jho’s evident ongoing protection by Najib, who still gave every impression of being able to weather out the storm around 1MDB.

Thus in early 2016, despite the rumours and allegations, Jho Low was still able to present himself as a viable, and plainly extremely wealthy, player in the Middle East. He was free to travel on his Malaysian passport via his private jet to most countries – if notably not his home country of Malaysia where (at least for most of that year until the investigations were quashed by Najib) he was evading interrogation about 1MDB’s missing funds. High-level graft was a fact of life in these countries. It was all dismissible, surely?

Yet behind the denials of criminality and the defiant façade, Jho Low and his prime minister Najib Razak were by then desperate men. Since I had first broken the story of the original heist at 1MDB, within Malaysia no fewer than four separate task forces had opened investigations into 1MDB’s missing funds and were eager to speak to him. Najib was pretending that he welcomed the investigations, yet the net was closing in on his criminal responsibility for what would shortly be revealed as the world’s largest-ever recorded heist, totalling $5 billion deliberately siphoned from the borrowings they had orchestrated through the so-called development fund.

Bit by bit, the global investigators led by the FBI were piecing together the money-laundering trails as they prepared, in conjunction with the attorneys from the Department of Justice, to file the largest ever asset seizure by the United States government. The assets targeted for seizure had been acquired with funds misappropriated from 1MDB. The list would include Jho’s super-yacht, a jet, dozens of bespoke sports cars, three Beverly Hills mansions, a swathe of other plush properties in New York London, France and Switzerland, a Picasso given to Leonardo DiCaprio, hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds bought for Najib’s own wife, Rosmah – and a great deal more besides.

As the investigators crawled through these transactions, the nervous banking world belatedly slammed shut against Jho Low, prompted by the multiple red flags and press reports becoming impossible to ignore. Not only had Jho’s various accounts in Switzerland and Singapore been frozen, but he was finding it impossible to pay his Western creditors, since he could no longer transfer any cash at all under his own identity through the banking system. By this stage Jho Low owed millions in fees to his lawyers, to private jet and yacht companies, to a host of PR companies and service agents; but he had no means within the internationally regulated dollar, euro or sterling banking systems to send the money.

One source of income that he had released was a fire sale of his properties, using nominees such as his trusted business partner, Thai national Phengphian Laogumnerd. He had also started to auction off valuable art works, doubtless collected for a rainy day. He was taking advantage of the far-less-stringent money-laundering rules that pertained in the real estate businesses and auction houses at that time.

Yet the accrued profits still needed to be banked, and no reputable institution was prepared any longer to risk doing business with him. Before all the media exposure, it had been so very different. Dozens of banks had queued up to assist Jho Low, from Luxembourg to Switzerland and Singapore, ready to turn a blind eye to the man who evidently represented the highest figures in the Malaysian government. Major institutions like Goldman Sachs and UBS had been ready to process billions of dollars’ worth of suspicious transactions involving 1MDB, despite Jho’s ‘red flag’ status and his obvious presence behind those transactions.

Back in Malaysia, Najib himself, while boasting huge staged political rallies to demonstrate his power (and the love of his people), was even more imperilled. He and Jho Low had publicly distanced themselves from each other during this crisis, but were still working hand in glove, impaled on the same hook.

While Jho had his own debts, Najib’s most pressing concern was to find a way to pay 1MDB’s outstanding debts – to cover up the black hole in the fund’s finances and the fact that the money supposedly invested at a profit had actually been stolen. Jho knew exactly what they were looking for: a front with impeccable credentials that could make all these payments on their behalf. Such a front needed to be controlled by someone who was politically protected by the highest possible connections in an environment of impunity (preferably royal, and therefore untouchable) – and sufficiently corruptible to accept money in return for performing such a service.

Jho Low had used such fronts before, several times. It had been the key to his modus operandi as he looted money on behalf of his political master under the guise of high-level public investments into ostensible state-to-state joint ventures. In these, the distinction between the state and the individual members of the elite was helpfully ambiguous, with diplomatically protected partners. His perfect co-conspirators had been Middle Eastern royalty – members of the extended leading families of the Gulf associated with fabulous oil wealth and arbitrary power, but who remained one step away from the ultimate decision-making, and also a step away from the sort of personal wealth controlled by their more powerful relations.

Previous such deals included the 1MDB-PetroSaudi ‘joint venture’ with a company owned by a son of the king of Saudi Arabia, Prince Turki, and his business partner, the Swiss-based Tarek Obaid. Later Jho siphoned out more billions through Aabar, a fund controlled by the brother of the president of the UAE (and owner of Manchester City Football Club), Sheikh Mansour, and managed by his own business partner Khadem al-Qubaisi. In both these cases, offshore companies were used which bore names that appeared to be linked to the ostensible joint ventures or to big-name global financial entities, to give the appearance that these companies were legitimate subsidiaries. But they were in fact owned by Jho Low and his coconspirators – this was Jho’s signature technique. He had managed to transfer huge sums of money across the international banking system through this form of seemingly simple camouflage, exploiting corrupt bankers and poorly governed banks whose entire business revolved around servicing the wealth of dubious individuals.

There was something else that Jho was looking for. During the Aabar phase of the thefts from 1MDB, the conspirators had used the Singapore branch of Falcon Bank, a tiny concern owned by Aabar and controlled by al-Qubaisi, to transfer $681 million dollars into Najib’s personal account. Despite the protests of Swiss banking staff, appalled by the failures in compliance, the money was transferred on orders from above in Abu Dhabi.

Jho’s accounts were frozen and major Western banks were no longer prepared to touch him. So now, as investigations widened, he was convinced that more than ever before he needed his own bank. There he could receive the proceeds of his fire sales of properties and paintings. He could avoid as much as possible the global dollar network overseen by the US regulators who were now investigating both him and Najib. He could transfer funds within his enormous, corrupt schemes. If he could only get control of some tiny, licensed banking concern located on an offshore island where regulators were not too fussy and silence could be bought ...

Thanks to ‘GlobaLeaks’ – a data dump believed to have been unleashed by anonymous hackers targeting Abu Dhabi – we know that in April 2015 Jho canvassed his contacts in Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Otaiba and his partners. He was seeking introductions to small private banks that might consider selling up. Failing that, he wanted contact with banks that might accept him as a client. Many of these feelers were unsuccessful. Association with Jho Low was becoming toxic in the legitimate banking world, and people knew it. In response to one enquiry from Otaiba, his business partner wrote back:

His boss is having him join several prominent advisory boards and have hired a PR agency to recreate and re brand ‘Jho Low’, so as to legitimise him as a credible and transparent business man. If you think you can get out of this [recommending him for a Goldman Sachs bank account] without damaging the relationship then I think you should.

(By Jho’s ‘boss’, Otaiba’s business partner was referring to Najib.)

But enquiries were being made on his behalf about banks in Cyprus, Mauritius and Barbados. Jho had also noticed the existence of a small bank in the Comoro Islands off East Africa, called the Banque Fédérale de Commerce (BFDC). Enquiries ascertained that it was owned by a Kuwaiti royal, Sheikh Sabah. By coming to an arrangement with this son of the prime minister of Kuwait and leading member of the ruling family, Jho could perhaps achieve both his critical objectives at once – to construct another front and acquire control of a bank.

Thus, as he fished the waters of the Gulf in pursuit of these ends, Jho had reached out to his old friend Hamad al-Wazzan. Did Hamad know whom to approach regarding business deals with the lofty sheikh, Jho had enquired?

* * *

At the diwaniya, Hamad entertained, clearly not for the first time, a ready audience with tales of some of the antics of the crowd he once ran with: gambling millions at Las Vegas, staying at Jho’s mammoth apartment in the Time Warner building in New York, hanging out at top restaurants and venues, and travelling, in chauffeured limos and private jets, with Hollywood celebrity friends of Jho’s.

It was perhaps unwise to indulge in such talk, because on the one hand Hamad had decided to distance himself from Jho Low, or so he later told me. Things had got embarrassing during that autumn of 2009, he explained, after Jho had warded off reporters’ questions with his line that he was merely acting as ‘concierge’ to friends who were the wealthy offspring of Arab billionaires, naming in particular the Kuwaiti property magnate Mohammad al-Wazzan.

That excuse, printed in the New York Post, had turned Hamad into a stooge. He was no relative of the well-known businessman, but that was the intended conclusion which was inevitably drawn. Panicked and embarrassed, Hamad had high-tailed it from the luxury chalet in Vegas at which he had been staying (rented by Jho Low, naturally) to escape further media attention and false narratives.

On the other hand, Jho had kept in touch and, from time to time, Hamad confessed, he had returned to his circle ‘like a moth to a flame’. Sometimes it was for a yacht party where he might, at the request of Jho, pose as the wealthy Arab host (just as Jho had portrayed him to the reporters, leading him to flee Las Vegas); another occasion was a gathering of businessmen and politicians in Malaysia, attended by Najib, where he was passed off as an Arab royal to impress.

For Hamad, it was a bit of fun and an irresistible slice of the high life, or so he later claimed. For Jho the pretence served an important element of his preposterous yet effective schemes, and it is evident that at this juncture in late 2015 the fraudster had reached out to his old contact with a purpose.

As Hamad chatted with Bachar Kiwan at the diwaniya that night and enjoyed the hospitality of a mutual friend, a wealthy young Kuwaiti businessman, Hamad floated a business matter with his new acquaintance: he casually explained that Jho Low’s current quest was to acquire an offshore bank. It would be a useful tool, he explained, to facilitate Jho’s many other investment ideas, which were focused mainly on the Middle East. Kuwait, Hamad elaborated, as he wove Jho’s narrative for Bachar, was certainly a potential target for these inward investment plans.

According to Bachar, he had heard of Jho Low and his wealth and was aware there were allegations, heavily denied, that it might have been ill-gotten, but had no view on whether the allegations were true. For his part, Hamad, like everybody in Kuwait’s business world, knew of course that Bachar was the CEO of a major business partnership with a royal sheikh who in turn acted as the business manager for his father, the Kuwaiti prime minister. He presumably also knew that Bachar’s business partner owned just the sort of bank that Jho sought, on the Comoro Islands: the Banque Fédérale de Commerce.

Bachar took the bait. He was in the middle of trying to deal with what could politely be described as a negative turn of events in the Comoro Islands (which collectively form the state known as the Comoros). After years of investing in what had started as an idyllic business venture in the tropical, Francophone backwater, matters had turned sour following a change of government. This left his connections on the wrong side of political rivalries.

There have since been many subsequent accusations and indeed convictions in absentia against Bachar, after the former president of the Comoros was jailed for high treason in connection with a passport-selling scandal. It centred on a controversial agreement between the Comoran and Abu Dhabi authorities whereby the latter would pay the Comoros hundreds of millions to grant citizenship to thousands of the stateless people, called the Bidoon, who subsist in the Emirates with no political rights. There were plans to encourage some to move to the Comoro Islands, but those who stayed would, the proponents of the plan pointed out, be greatly advantaged in many administrative ways by having their status regularised. Detractors argued that it was simply a way of Abu Dhabi using a poor nation to offload its responsibilities towards the Bidoon. The idea of selling citizenship (though by no means unprecedented; a number of island nations such as Saint Kitts and Nevis have turned it into a lucrative industry) was strongly opposed by sections of the Comoran political sphere, who characterised it as neo-colonialism.

Bachar had acted as a broker between the Comoran government and the Abu Dhabi authorities. The case against him asserted that one of his companies, through which the funds were channelled from Abu Dhabi to the Comorans, did not pass on as much as was agreed. He says that he was engaged to promote the scheme by the Abu Dhabi government and worked openly for a declared commission. He claims that he has since been approached several times by Comoran officials seeking testimony against the former president, in return for quashing his conviction and dropping further charges brought against him. He says this would be false testimony and has refused to cooperate.

Whatever the rights and wrongs of this murky episode, Bachar now says that he regrets chasing the opportunity and is ashamed of having been involved in the project, which was a misconceived way to address the disadvantage and injustice faced by the Bidoon.

All this meant that, by 2015, Bachar and his partner Sheikh Sabah’s continued involvement in the Comoros was untenable, and he was working to dispose of their companies’ remaining assets in the islands, including the Banque Fédérale de Commerce, which by then was 100 per cent owned by Sheikh Sabah. There was a definite interest in selling the bank, Bachar therefore informed Hamad.

With Bachar on the hook, Hamad also took the opportunity to sound him out on the potential for other joint ventures with the billionaire businessman and behind-the-scenes partner of the Malaysian prime minister, who was, Hamad explained, particularly interested in Kuwaiti investments. Yes, Bachar replied, he and the sheikh would certainly be keen to hear more… The seeds had been sown for the ill-fated partnership.
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Jho Low duly turned up in Kuwait a few weeks later, in February 2016, plainly acting on the intelligence from Hamad. But to Bachar’s surprise, it was not in the form of a private visit to discuss things discreetly but ‘through the front door’, as Bachar described it, using diplomatic channels and a prime-minister-to-prime-minister introduction.

Jho arrived in his private jet at the VIP terminal of the airport, from where he was whisked to the luxury Sheraton Hotel. Bachar learned of the development only on finding himself invited to the main welcoming event for Jho, a dinner at the family residence that night, hosted by Sheikh Sabah and his brother Sheikh Jaber Junior, who worked as their father’s chief of staff.

‘These events occurred fairly regularly,’ Bachar says, ‘once a week. I had been told it was to do with Chinese commercial interests, and I was invited to be there and requested to provide a short presentation about our Al Waseet Group during the dinner to our guests. I had not realised beforehand the guest would be Jho Low, but I put it together with the conversation with Hamad when it turned out to be the case. After the dinner the prime minister himself came to join the gathering and offer a brief personal greeting.’

As Sheikh Sabah explained it, Jho was the business partner of the Malaysian prime minister and was coming to talk to the ruling family in Kuwait about a big business proposal involving major potential Chinese investments – a so-called ‘transformation project’. In response to my observation that such a merging of private and public affairs can only be classed as corrupt, Bachar responded with a shrug, as do many people with dealings in the Middle East: ‘It is accepted. It is a fact. It is common for a politician to have a business partner. Any prime minister has his private investment arm. In this case [of Kuwait] it was his son [working with Bachar]. Jho Low was the partner of the Malaysian. This was a contact between our prime minister and the prime minister of Malaysia.’

How China had come into the equation was a puzzle left for Bachar to ponder.

One person who was not to be seen during these high-level introductions was the lowly young fixer Hamad al-Wazzan, who had done the initial groundwork. He made no appearance during that first visit. However, as Jho later entrenched himself, Hamad began to get invited and would become a key player in Jho’s Kuwaiti operations.

Meanwhile, the presentation on Al Waseet had apparently gone so well that Bachar found himself invited by Jho Low for a more in-depth discussion, together with his team, at the Sheraton the following day. He found himself impressed by the young Chinese Malaysian, who was tremendously polite and deferential – and ostensibly immensely interested in the detail of their wider business.

‘We talked for two to three hours. He had a deep understanding – a smart guy asking lots of questions. It was a two-way discussion and Jho explained that he had several media contacts with Chinese interests in Hong Kong and Shanghai. There were many opportunities for Chinese investment, particularly using the Comoros Bank, which we could open up to work with [the Chinese e-commerce giant] Alibaba, where he had contacts, to launch into e-commerce in the Gulf – for example, using the logistics and distribution network already owned by Al Waseet.’

At the time Bachar felt they had made a promising contact with a potential wealthy investor that might eventually develop into an excellent business strand. He was left excited and optimistic. On later reflection, he realised that he had divulged in these discussions considerable detail about the structure of his own business that Jho would be able to use to his own advantage. This included discussion about the bank in the Comoros. Jho showed such interested enthusiasm on that topic that arrangements were made for him to travel there. Bachar dealt with all the visa and transportation details (thereby obtaining a copy of Jho’s Malaysian passport). The trip would later be cancelled for reasons undisclosed.

Bachar also informed his visitors about a private general trading company he had set up to do business between the Gulf and the Comoros, called Comoro Gulf General Trading (CGT). It was incorporated as a Kuwaiti subsidiary of his media group (in partnership with another of Bachar’s companies). Sheikh Sabah, who also had a small direct stake, owned, in total, around 22 per cent of it.

In the meantime, the Malaysian was also apparently pulling together plans for a massive Chinese investment in the Gulf, centring on Kuwait. Sheikh Sabah would be the key local partner, and his company Al Waseet could therefore act as the local facilitator and manager of the project, bagging huge rewards in commissions and fees. It was all very enticing. The deal that Jho Low dangled in front of the Kuwaitis in these conversations was that 20 per cent of any profits from the proposed Chinese investment venture would go to the company on top of payments for such services as local management, PR, facilitation of licences and all the rest.

Jho explained that he was already working, together with Najib, with the massive construction conglomerate China Communications Construction Company Ltd (CCCC), and his experience had been that the company would be extremely generous to its local politically connected partners. This theme of Chinese generosity was one that Jho Low would return to time and again on this and later visits, Bachar says.

With such a major country-to-country investment project, Bachar had expected to wait months to hear of further developments. However, to his astonishment, Jho Low was back in town with lightning speed in March. Even more astonishing was the Chinese business entourage that he brought with him on this second visit, armed with grand plans that he and his partner Sheikh Sabah could not have dreamed of. The proposal, laid out in a glitzy presentation pack, amounted to an $8 billion investment in Kuwait, arranged by China’s Silk Road Finance Corporation, a Chinese state enterprise that backs the country’s Belt and Road Initiative. Provision was made for a local management company to facilitate; the clear understanding was that this would be Al Waseet. Once again, Bachar noted, the preparations for the visit were made through the highest diplomatic channels, directly to the prime minister himself – this time through the Chinese embassy on behalf of a clutch of major Chinese state companies which were apparently interested in collaborating on the ‘Silk Road’ project.

Jho arrived, again on his own jet, to lead the delegation, which was greeted with much fanfare on the orders of the Kuwaiti prime minister. The Chinese ambassador to Kuwait came to meet them. The clear message was that this was all officially condoned at the highest levels on all sides.

There was an official reception at the airport, followed by a major presentation of the project at the office of the prime minister, with Sheikh Sabah and his entourage in attendance. This was followed by another dinner at the sheikh’s private house. Bachar noted that Hamad al-Wazzan was this time included in Jho Low’s party, which included, Bachar recalls, seven top Chinese business officials. These included the CEO of the Silk Road Finance Corporation, Dr Shan Li, and senior staff from the massive Chinese state construction company CCCC, which Jho had mentioned on his previous visit. There were also representatives from the Chinese state-owned global real estate investor Greenland Holdings (of whom more shortly).

Treated as the ultimate VIP guest alongside these top corporate functionaries was a tall and lumbering fellow who played the primary role in the ceremonial giving and receiving of gifts. He was introduced as Xinyuan Liu, a nephew of President Xi Jinping himself. Whether he really was that, or just another figure in a pattern of imposters that Jho employed (unwitting or otherwise) is hard to tell, since this individual seems to have left no trace. Jho implied that this gentleman was his client. The involvement of a close relative of the Chinese president underlined to the Kuwaitis that the proposed mega-project was endorsed at the very top of the Chinese state hierarchy.

The following day the foreign delegation was taken to visit Deputy Prime Minister Sheikh Nasser, the powerful son of the Emir of Kuwait, and then flown to view the ongoing construction works for the separate and already-progressing Silk City, a Belt and Road Initiative project of which Nasser was in charge. The anomaly of two such apparently overlapping projects being launched separately was not discussed.

Following that area tour, at a meeting hosted by Sheikh Nasser, the Chinese delegation and the Kuwaitis signed an official memorandum of agreement to set about the new development. Like most such signings it was an expression of intent, a foundation stone for a project that had much further to go in practical terms before money could be invested.

At the time Bachar was blinded by the exciting opportunity laid out by the agents of a superpower. Nevertheless, on reflection, he recalls that he found these lightning developments involving such high-level parties very strange. Why were these major Chinese concerns working through a young Malaysian to bring investment proposals into the Gulf? Especially when the Silk Road Initiative was already well established in Kuwait, and Sheikh Nasser himself was overseeing the massive Silk City development already underway. On the other hand, such important figures from Chinese business and government were backing the Jho Low project; he evidently had to be taken seriously.

Meanwhile Jho and his team were making plenty of noise about taking the practical measures for the next steps. ‘He was drawing up lists of lawyers, auditors, surveyors, quantity experts that we would need to choose from,’ says Bachar. ‘It was all very realistic, with the senior personnel of the big Chinese companies present, along with the leader of the Silk Road Fund, but it was still very early stages, or so we thought.’

Yet a month later, in April, the Malaysian businessman was back. It seemed to Bachar that he was strangely desperate to close his Kuwaiti deal as soon as possible.

Had Bachar been a reader of Sarawak Report or Malaysian online media outlets such as The Edge, Malaysiakini or Free Malaysia Today, he might have heard alarm bells. All these publications had become more vocal in raising questions about 1MDB and the role of
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