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Introduction

The week before the 2016 presidential election, Donald J. Trump took a break from campaigning to attend the ceremonial opening of his new hotel a few blocks from the White House. Donald, his wife Melania, and his four grown children posed for photographers in their new Presidential Ballroom, clutching scissors at the edge of a long red ribbon bearing the Trump name.

Don Jr., Ivanka, and Eric, all in their thirties, were by then experienced ribbon cutters. They had each joined their father’s business early in his star turn on The Apprentice, when his newfound fame made licensing the use of his name a core focus of the company. They had spent years traveling the world, posing with a shovel or pair of scissors and a developer paying to use the Trump name. The Trumps referred to those buildings as their “jobs.” But the burdens of the work—the decision-making, overseeing construction, all the financial risk—fell to other companies.

This day represented a throwback to a time when the Trump name on a building signified that it had been built by Donald Trump. Back in 2012, the Trumps had won a bidding war to lease and redevelop the Old Post Office building, an ornate Romanesque revival building with a clock tower piercing the city’s skyline. They committed to spending at least $200 million and paying base rent starting at $3 million a year. The Trump offer was so1 high that it gave a jolt to the government official overseeing the process and compelled other bidders, mostly major hotel chains, to protest that only a naïf could believe he would ever make a profit.

At the time, Trump2 acknowledged he was “paying too much for the Old Post Office.” But now, standing in his new ballroom as the Republican nominee, he described his family’s work on the hotel as the latest example of why he should be elected president.

“Today is a metaphor for what we can accomplish for this country,”3 Trump said during the ceremony. “I’ve been very lucky, and I’ve led a great life,” he added. “Now I want to give back to the country which I love so much and has been so good to me.”

The truth of Trump’s metaphor would remain hidden in his private records for years. What he had accomplished was to spend so much on the project that he would never make money running it. He would be forced to pump millions of dollars a year into the hotel’s accounts to cover his losses. It was, by then, a defining pattern of his career, though one unknown to the outside world. He would eventually be forced to sell, and even that apparent windfall would not be what it seemed.

Throughout the campaign, Trump’s most repeated argument for his candidacy leaned on his life in business, which he framed as one man’s triumphant rise from modest beginnings. He typically mentioned his father, Fred C. Trump, a twentieth-century builder of tens of thousands of profitable homes and apartments, as a miniaturized contrast to his own enormity. During Trump’s first debate with the Democratic nominee, Hillary Clinton, she pivoted from a question on economic policy to gently deride Trump as a child of wealth.

“Donald was very fortunate in his life, and that’s all to his benefit,” Clinton said.

Trump took no offense at Clinton mocking his economic policy as “trumped-up trickle-down.” He could not, however, tolerate Clinton’s suggestion that any factor other than his own genius made him rich enough to affix his name to golf courses, apartment buildings, casinos, hotels, and dress shirts.

“My father gave me a very small loan in 1975, and I built it into a company that’s worth many, many billions of dollars, with some of the greatest assets in the world,” Trump said. “And I say that only because that’s the kind of thinking that our country needs.”

The two of us—Susanne Craig and Russ Buettner of the investigative reporting team at The New York Times—had been exploring the moving parts of that claim since Trump leaped to the front of a crowded Republican field earlier that year. Russ had reported on Trump’s failures running casinos and golf courses, Susanne on his strained relationships with Wall Street and his hundreds of millions of dollars of debt. Then, days before the first debate, an anonymously addressed manila envelope arrived in Susanne’s mailbox at the Times. She opened it to find what appeared to be a few pages from Trump’s 1995 tax return. The line for total income showed a stunning figure, almost too jarring to seem plausible: negative $915,729,293.

The Times published our article, which we worked on with other colleagues, about Trump’s nearly one-billion-dollar loss, the weekend after the first debate. It might have led some voters to think hard about whether Trump’s business career indeed reflected the kind of thinking our country needed. Either way, six weeks later, enough voters in enough states chose Trump for him to become the forty-fifth president of the United States.

Political reporters in general were widely criticized for failing to recognize Trump’s popularity and momentum. Fair enough. But it was also true that no major party candidate in the modern era had made it to Election Day with such a thin level of credential vetting. That, in our opinion, was a failure of equal proportion. But it was not for lack of will. It was largely due to the unique characteristics of Trump and his candidacy.

Nearly all candidates for president have lived in the public eye and occupied public office for decades. Their every move has been scrutinized. They have filed financial disclosure forms. Most have made little money outside public office, and their finances tend to be fairly simple. Trump was an anomaly on multiple levels.

He was perhaps the best-known businessperson in the country about whom almost nothing was known for certain. He had hovered for decades at the nexus of business and tabloid celebrity, often treated more as an entertaining sideshow than a man of consequence. He rose to national stature alongside the same media outlets that elevated the rich and successful to a new level of celebrity. Countless fawning profiles in more serious outlets, including in the Times, dutifully quoted him making assertions that could have been revealed as wildly false. The guiding journalistic principle seemed to be: What could it possibly matter if Donald Trump lies about himself? He was always available, working to charm journalists who could bring him the attention he needed more than water. And his bombast made for good copy and excellent television, boosting ratings and newsstand sales for decades. A portion of the nation happily went along for the ride, seemingly eager to believe a fantasy from a handsome rich man. None of it mattered. Until it did.

Trump had never run for public office but had publicly toyed with the idea, testing the waters in 1988, 2000, 2003, and 2013. The 2016 campaign began like another quixotic play, perhaps intended to generate attention that he could monetize.

Trump became the leading candidate too late to allow enough time to pry into his tightly held family operation. Chief executives of public corporations face a merciless grading period every 90 days, but only Trump graded Trump. The veracity of the claim that his business track record reflected the “kind of thinking” that would save America was buried in the records of a small company started by his father almost a century earlier.

We set out to find the truth. We began by gathering reams of public documents related to his father Fred’s career, deeds, mortgages, court records, and congressional testimony. We closely analyzed the details of financial disclosure forms his sister had been required to file as a federal judge. We tracked down sources who had worked with Fred Trump and Donald Trump.

One court case in particular held great potential. After Fred’s death, the adult children of Donald’s deceased brother had accused their aunts and uncles of wrongfully cutting them out of Fred’s estate. During the legal battle, some number of Fred’s financial records had been turned over to Mary Trump and Fred Trump III, Donald’s niece and nephew.

Our preliminary reporting suggested that Fred Trump III, known as Fritz, remained close and perhaps reliant on his aunts and uncles. Susanne took the lead in seeing whether Mary Trump might be interested in sharing the records she had received about her grandfather’s finances. After rebuffing a few early contacts, Mary Trump opened her front door to Susanne. Soon after, we all—Mary, Susanne, Russ, and our Times colleague David Barstow—sat in Mary’s living room and discussed the potential revelations locked away in her lawyer’s file room. Mary did not know much about her grandfather’s business, but she understood the importance of voters knowing more about her family history. She appreciated the risks she would be taking and decided to proceed anyway.

She surprised us with an unserious idea. She wanted all of us to go see the new Steven Spielberg film, The Post, which dramatized The Washington Post’s efforts to publish the Pentagon Papers, a secret history of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. The four of us met at a theater on Thirty-Fourth Street on a weeknight and proceeded to watch handsome renditions of newspaper reporters and editors sift through records, meet with confidential sources, and deal with external pressures.

After the movie, Mary asked us: Is that like what you guys will do?

We looked at one another for a beat. Pretty much, we said.

One drizzly fall evening not long after, Mary drove a rented van to her lawyer’s office, filled it with boxes of records, and returned to her home on Long Island where we were waiting. We then transported those boxes back to a secret office at the Times, where we would spend most of the next year analyzing about one hundred thousand pages of audited financial statements, tax returns, bank records, general ledgers, and legal papers. The resulting story, published in October 2018, revealed for the first time that Donald Trump had received the equivalent of more than $400 million from his father, much of it through fraudulent tax evasion schemes. The story disproved Donald Trump’s lifelong claim that his father gave him nothing more than a “small” $1 million loan. For our work exposing the true state of Trump’s finances, we were honored with a Pulitzer Prize.

Mary Trump revealed her work with us in her bestselling book about her uncle, Too Much and Never Enough. As our reporting continued, we developed more sources from the Trump universe, many of whose names we cannot reveal. There were clandestine meetings in out-of-the-way places and chats on burner phones. During some of those meetings, sources provided us with Donald Trump’s business and personal tax returns spanning several decades. That work resulted in several lengthy investigative articles in the Times.

Newspaper articles, though, rarely allow for the telling of a life story, a family story, a career, in the full breadth it deserves, especially a life as singular and consequential as Donald Trump’s. And so we began work on this book. We have since spent three years building upon our prior reporting by conducting hundreds of new interviews and acquiring additional documents, including confidential correspondence, internal business records from The Apprentice, and unpublished memoirs.

The result offers unprecedented insights into the most central factor of Trump’s identity: his money. By revealing the true sources behind his wealth, and the ways in which he lost so much of it, new details and larger truths emerged about the “kind of thinking” he has displayed in business and entertainment. For the first time, financial records set straight Donald Trump’s chaotic onslaught of untruths and misdirection.

The sum of our work is an epic American tale, one set against a backdrop of broad economic and cultural changes that benefited Donald Trump perhaps more than anyone.

The family fortune that launched Donald Trump was built on government programs designed to ease the pain caused by the Great Depression and World War II, and to assist the veterans returning from that war. His father wrung millions of additional dollars from those programs by twisting the rules. When caught, he obsessed about his reputation, concerned that public mention of him making millions of dollars would damage his reputation as an honorable businessman.

That episode highlighted one of the many character traits that could make Fred and Donald seem like polar opposites. Fred viewed the perception of his wealth as threatening perceptions of his honor. Donald’s viewed perceptions of his wealth as fueling perceptions of his honor.

Fred preferred to announce his projects once he had everything lined up—the land, the financing, the zoning approvals—and was ready to begin selling apartments or houses. Attention in pursuit of sales. Donald would announce dreams and fantasies as if they were a certainty before he had lined up anything. Attention in pursuit of attention.

Most often, the initial announcements came to nothing. But Donald Trump would get his headline and the glow of free publicity while building the impression he was everywhere. A day of reckoning, when reporters and the public might recognize that his announcements merely reflected the way he wanted things to be, rarely ever came.

There were more substantial differences in the business practices of the father and son. Fred forecasted the expenses and revenues of his projects to the dollar. He never missed. Donald early in his life decided that any project with his name above the door would bring enough revenue to cover whatever he spent. He missed often. Some of Donald’s mistakes cost his father millions of dollars. Yet Fred never wavered in his support, one of the great enabling factors of Donald Trump’s life.

Fred saw his rental empire as his legacy. He needed an heir to run it and grow it. The succession battle would be won by Donald almost by default. After ignoring his two daughters and feeling disappointed by his eldest son, Fred passed the reins, along with access to his financial and political connections, to a twenty-two-year-old Donald. Fred never questioned Donald’s decisions, even as they went horribly wrong.

People who worked with the Trumps in the 1970s marveled to us about how Fred never scorned his son’s efforts and ideas, which many saw as almost a tradition among self-made men with entitled heirs. Even when Donald falsely belittled his father’s real estate empire to make it appear he had started with nothing, Fred did not object. “Everything he touches turns to gold,” Fred began saying before Donald had touched much of anything.

Our reporting shows that the character traits that would become most identified with Donald Trump during his presidency were set in his early twenties through his relationship with his father. His instinct to fight everything without regard to cost or time or further reputational harm, to file lawsuits more like an angry trust funder than a businessman weighing risks and reward. His de facto definition of loyalty as a one-way street. His tendency to see himself as a victim of jealousy and unfairness. His belief that his instincts, which typically meant his desired reality, were superior to any reasoned analysis by experts. All of it emerges in his relationship with a doting, if cold, father.

No telling of Donald’s Trump’s life could be complete without occasionally marveling at the power of his innate and unique charisma. Across the decades, Donald Trump drew eyeballs, viewers, and everyday people who just wanted to touch his suit, all of which validated, at least in a cynical calculus, the decisions to give him ink and airtime.

The value America placed on this sort of charisma rose during Donald Trump’s lifetime. Fred Trump developed some notoriety for his military-like precision in constructing sprawling apartment complexes. But mid-twentieth-century America provided few avenues for Fred to profit just from being well-known. By the time Donald Trump became a television celebrity, fame, detached from any other marketable talent or skill, had become a highly compensated vocation.

Mark Burnett, the television producer who made Trump a star, did not just hand him a fortune. In the editing bay, skilled hands created a version of Donald Trump—diligent, measured, polite but authoritative—that might have been nonexistent but was highly marketable. They hid the moments when he worked against the show’s interest to squeeze out a few more dollars for himself on the side and the times his lack of focus or greed offended sponsors.

Fame from the show brought Trump hundreds of millions of dollars in endorsement and licensing deals that required little of him. We saw how his shortsighted lack of discipline, his concern only about the size of a check, led him into licensing deals that would collapse in failure, scandal, and lawsuits, risking the value of the brand name created by Burnett’s editors and storytellers.

Sometimes, despite himself, Donald Trump received his fortune from those sources mostly outside of his ability to run a business. The secret of his life, one that emerges in hundreds of moments big and small, is that the less he has been involved in decision-making, the better his chances of financial success.

Donald Trump came to be imbued with a host of attributes that speak to how we confer admiration and status in modern America. Our awe of celebrity. Our tendency to conflate the trappings of wealth with expertise and ability. Our eagerness to believe people of apparent status will not lie to us. Our inability to distinguish the fruits of hard work from those of sheer luck.

That is the real work of this book. It is a story about Donald Trump, his family, his wealth, his failures. But it is also a story about this country, and how we’ve arrived at a moment when Donald Trump is a leading candidate for president for the third time.

Trump has clung to his hardscrabble fable. In his telling,4 his father created a “tiny, beautiful little company” and “didn’t leave a great fortune” to pass on. His father’s greatest contribution to his son was superior genes, knowledge, and a killer instinct. And from those humble beginnings he overcame a string of jealous scoundrels and scornful doubters. He has so completely hidden the truth, perhaps even from himself, that he can erase the lucky breaks from his extraordinarily lucky life.

“It has not been easy for me,”5 Trump has said.




Part I



THE FATHER


Real estate cannot be lost or stolen, nor can it be carried away. Purchased with common sense, paid for in full, and managed with reasonable care, it is about the safest investment in the world.

—attributed to Franklin D. Roosevelt by real estate professionals since the 1940s






1

A Natural Virgin Market

IN MAY 1923, a determined seventeen-year-old boy stared out from a page of The Brooklyn Daily Eagle. Above his thick blond hair ran the headline HELPS BUILD QUEENS. Two paragraphs announced to the world that this teenager, Fred C. Trump, envisioned “a big future in the building industry.” He would become1 a “builder,” he declared.

The borough of Queens was exploding with growth all around him. The population had roughly tripled since his birth and would double again by 1930. His alma mater2—Richmond Hill High School—had been built for eight hundred students but was already jammed with two thousand teenagers. Classes were held on the front steps. Students waited in line3 for a desk in the study hall.

Outside, the streets teemed with new arrivals, mostly from Germany and Russia. The demand for housing was unyielding. It was a time when a paved street and a sewer line were luxuries notable enough to mention in an advertisement. Former farms and forests in Queens offered vast stretches of open land, newly within reach of Manhattan. After the Queensboro Bridge had connected the boroughs in 1909, train lines and trollies pushed farther and farther out. Real estate developers rushed to the site of each new train stop and advertised homes to Manhattan-bound commuters: “5-cent fare zone!”

Amid this epic building boom, Fred Trump worked incessantly to find his place. He ignored his school’s4 extracurricular activities—the sports teams, the acting and singing troupes, the chapter of Arista, an honor society. Instead, he worked, earning money and learning how to build homes. He delivered building supplies5 to construction sites with a horse-drawn wagon. He took a job6 as an assistant foreman with a construction company. He eventually built7 a garage for a neighbor. He would come to believe that even his choice of childhood toys8—blocks and erector sets—foretold his destiny.

In some measure, his interest in real estate tracked the unfulfilled dreams of his late father. His parents, Frederick and Elizabeth,9 had arrived from Germany during an earlier immigration wave, in the late 1800s. Frederick traveled to10 the western frontier, where he ran a restaurant that had once also operated as a brothel. He returned to New York City11 to manage a restaurant and pursue small real estate investments. He bought his young family12 a simple two-story house on a dirt road in the Woodhaven section of Queens, one block south of the bustling Jamaica Plank Road, then a key route packed with horse-drawn carriages making the journey to Manhattan from the farms of Long Island. Their neighbors mostly rented13 their homes and worked as janitors, house painters, store clerks, and in the shipyard.

Frederick’s real estate career had just begun to gain momentum when he was struck down by the Spanish flu,14 the pandemic then ravaging the world. He died in 1918 at the age of forty-nine, leaving Elizabeth alone to raise their three children: Fred, twelve, John, ten, and Elizabeth, fourteen. They would not be destitute. Frederick left his wife15 an estate valued at $36,000, the equivalent of more than $800,000 today, mostly in the form of money due on loans he had made to builders and the value of a few vacant lots.

Elizabeth assumed the role of the family’s business leader. While Fred was still16 in high school, his mother hired contractors and oversaw the building of homes on the vacant lots she owned. She had designs17 on creating a family real estate company with her three children. John, who had a way with figures and details, would become the architect. Elizabeth, her oldest, would run the office. And Fred would become the builder. She formed the first18 Trump family enterprise, E. Trump & Son, artfully masking her own gender and her two sons’ youth.

Fred threw himself into the role. He took classes19 at a local YMCA in carpentry, and more classes to understand blueprints and engineering. He and his mother began buying undeveloped land. They did not borrow money to build. They would pay cash20 for a lot or two, Fred would work frantically to build a house, and they would offer it for sale before he had finished in hopes of using the proceeds to buy another piece of land. By the time Fred was in his early twenties, he and his mother regularly placed classified advertisements to sell homes21 under the E. Trump & Son name, offering easy terms for buyers.

By 1925, Elizabeth and her children22 moved a little farther out, to the neighborhood known as Jamaica, a name thought to be derived from the Native Americans known as Jameco, or Yamecah, who once lived there. The Trumps bought a house23 south of Hillside Avenue, the dividing line between the modest homes and tight lots of Jamaica to the south and a new world of wealth to the north, christened Jamaica Estates.

Jamaica Estates had been founded by an early generation of New York real estate royalty, nineteenth-century men with cookie-duster mustaches and formidable bearings. The best known24 of them was Felix Isman, considered to be worth $30 million in his early thirties and famous for having said a man could be correct about New York real estate only three quarters of the time and still make money.

Another Jamaica Estates founder,25 Michael J. Degnon, had been instrumental in construction of the Williamsburg Bridge over the East River, much of the new subway system under Manhattan, and a massive industrial park in Queens. Degnon himself bought the most prime swath of land in the area, a sixteen-acre plot atop the hill rising behind the owner’s lodge. He commissioned a stone mansion26 surrounded by streams and forest. Newspapers articles of the time claimed that the highest ground in Jamaica Estates offered views of the Atlantic Ocean to the south and Long Island Sound to the north.

Isman, Degnon, and the other27 founders had modeled Jamaica Estates after an exclusive gated community in Orange County, north of New York City, known as Tuxedo Park. The black suits and ties with crisp, white shirts favored by the men of the community came to be known as tuxedos. Jamaica Estates would not have a gate, but it would have a stone gatehouse where Midland Parkway, conceived as the most exclusive address in the community, began its path north from Hillside Avenue. To the right28 of the entrance, the founders constructed a large Elizabethan-style lodge. They hired a famous29 landscape architect to incorporate the parklike qualities of the area into the street design, with roadways gently arcing around mature trees and hills. The founders gave streets names that evoked English estates—Cambridge, Devonshire, and Wexford Terrace. There would be tennis courts near the entrance, and a golf course on another neighborhood border.

For all their experience, the founders’ vision to create an enclave of extreme wealth did not hold. The original partnership30 dissolved in discord. The neighborhood would remain a pocket of greater wealth than the working-class Jamaica all around it, but one of the mere professional classes. In one long weekend, two thousand lots in Jamaica Estates were sold off by Joseph P. Day, a famous real estate auctioneer of the early twentieth century. Weeks of advertisements and articles in the city’s newspapers created a frenzy. More than fourteen hundred potential31 bidders showed up to sit under a large tent across Midland Parkway from the owner’s lodge and buy multiple lots. If Fred and Elizabeth did not attend, they most certainly were aware of the spectacle.

From the bedroom where Fred Trump slept in his early twenties, he could walk three minutes north to Hillside Avenue and gaze up at the Degnon mansion, the estate of the legendary builder. He aimed his life toward earning a place in Jamaica Estates alongside the Ismans and Degnons of the world.

A year after he and his mother began regularly selling the homes he had built, they placed an advertisement32 in The Chat, a Brooklyn newspaper, that read “Builder will sell his own home,” offering their six-room house just below Hillside Avenue for $9,250. Fred built them33 a house a few blocks north on Devonshire Road. He was not yet thirty years old. For the rest of his life, he would call Jamaica Estates his home.

Only Fred continued in the line of work about which his father had dreamed for himself and his mother had imagined for her children. His siblings went in different directions. John headed to college34 at the Polytechnic Institute, where he would be class valedictorian, and then to earn a doctorate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he became a respected professor and researcher. Their sister, Elizabeth,35 married a banker named William Walter, and they moved into one of Fred’s early homes.

After several years of building modest houses in other neighborhoods, Fred set his sights on the wealthier buyers in Jamaica Estates. He built sixteen homes36 along both sides of Wareham Road, the next street over from the premiere addresses along Midland Parkway. Unlike his prior focus on utilitarian simplicity, these homes would feature architectural details and modern amenities. Most would be Tudor revivals, with multiple gabled rooflines and a mix of stone, brick, and wood-trimmed stucco. They featured landscaped yards and two-car garages. Then twenty-five years old,37 Fred spoke with a reporter about his experiences with discerning buyers during “my ten years in the building and developing field.” He listed the homes at prices ranging from $17,500 to $30,000, multiples of anything he had built before.

“Stroll around this parklike section,”38 urged his advertisement in The Brooklyn Daily Eagle. “You will wonder that this community, so like the aristocratic estates of Old England, is within the limits of New York, and but twenty minutes from Broadway.

“No detail has been spared that these homes might suit the individuality of the high type residents in this community.”

At the bottom of the advertisement, there was no reference to his mother. Only one name appeared, offset by the job title that might have seemed like a distant dream just a few years earlier: “FRED C. TRUMP, Builder.”

FRED TRUMP REMADE HIMSELF as a builder for the “high types” just as the national economy collapsed into the worst depression in the nation’s history. Hundreds of thousands of properties were lost to foreclosure. Newspapers featured long lines of recently unemployed men waiting for food handouts. Nearly one quarter39 of Americans were out of work, with the construction industry particularly hard hit. Roughly half of all construction40 jobs had disappeared as home building slowed to a crawl.

As the economy hit its nadir, Fred returned to Woodhaven. He built a one-story box of a building near the house where he had grown up. He hung a sign outside41—TRUMP MARKETS—and tried his hand at a new type of business, the supermarket, a reimagining of the grocery store with everything the modern homemaker needed under one roof, saving her separate trips to the butcher, the fishmonger, and the fruit stand. It was a concept created42 by a neighbor in Jamaica Estates, Michael J. Cullen, who had opened what was thought to be the first supermarket, King Kullen, several years earlier. After proudly advocating43 his aristocratic estates, Fred now peddled “genuine spring legs of lamb” for seventeen cents a pound, along with Chesterfield cigarettes, crab meat, cleaning supplies, dog food, and house paint.

Fred Trump, the grocer, would be a brief diversion. Months after he opened the market, an opportunity arose from the economic devastation. A decades-old financial house,44 J. Lehrenkrauss Corporation, crumbled in scandal. Fred bid in bankruptcy court45 for its mortgage-servicing business, eventually partnering with another bidder, a man named William Demm, to win the portfolio of failing mortgages and properties facing foreclosure. During the process,46 he became impressed with Demm’s lawyer, William Hyman, an athletic-looking, blue-eyed son of Jewish immigrants from Europe. Fred soon parted ways with Demm, but he and Hyman formed a long-standing bond.

Nominally back in real estate,47 Fred sold his supermarket to Cullen and swore to himself he would never put his name on a business again. He focused his energies on selling the properties in the Lehrenkrauss portfolio. Cleaning up the mess in a failed lender’s real estate portfolio, while a substantial endeavor for a young man finding his way through a horrible economy, was not how Fred had envisioned his career unfolding. But his fortunes were about to take a dramatic turn thanks to the federal government’s efforts to deal with the economic calamity.

BY 1934, Franklin Delano Roosevelt desperately wanted to get hammers back in the hands of construction workers. A year into his presidency, and with the nation locked in a deep depression, he was frustrated that the industry, a major driver of jobs in the 1920s, had not begun to turn around as quickly as others. He thought kick-starting48 home construction could also improve the “terrible conditions” of housing in much of the country, like the crowded tenement buildings on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, without sanitation or lighting.

But Roosevelt wrestled with how to accomplish those goals. During one confidential briefing with reporters, Roosevelt described the letters he had traded with his “very old friend” Joseph P. Day, the New York real estate man who had auctioned off lots in Jamaica Estates. Day told him that builders wanted the government to stay out of home building, insisting that “it is not the prerogative of government” and would be like the “terrible socialism” of some European states. Day admitted that private developers would not, on their own, see enough of a profit motive to build housing for millions of lower-income Americans, but he had faith that the market would “work itself out some way.” Roosevelt was not willing to sit idly by and hope for the best, which he described as government and private enterprise throwing up their collective hands and saying, “We are licked.”

“That is his answer, ‘We are licked,’” Roosevelt told the reporters. “And if somebody asks the question, ‘Is government going to consider itself licked in its effort to take care of people who cannot otherwise be taken care of?’ The answer is, obviously, ‘No!’”

That tension between government intervention and a purely free-market approach would shape the contours of federal housing programs for decades to come. The Roosevelt administration’s first attempt to straddle those competing interests was the creation of the Federal Housing Administration.

Authorized by the National Housing Act49 of 1934, the FHA forever changed the economics of home buying in the country. Private lenders had historically been so worried about borrower defaults that they lent mostly only to people who did not need the money: loans had to be repaid within three to five years and would at most cover half of a home’s value. The new rules would also allow for a repayment period of up to thirty years and loans of 80 percent of the home’s value, easing payments for millions of homebuyers. The FHA would guarantee that homebuyers paid back their mortgages, opening a torrent of funding for construction by reducing the risk to the private sector.

Roosevelt recognized that millions of lower-income families would still be left out. And in practice, the FHA would refuse50 to insure mortgages to nearly all African Americans, under the notion that neighborhoods with “inharmonious groups”—or “people of [a] different race, color, nationality and culture”—led to “the destruction of value.” As home ownership became the primary vehicle of wealth growth of most Americans, the FHA’s practices set Black and white families on starkly different economic trajectories for the decades to come. The new agency soon issued rules for homes eligible for mortgage insurance, pages and pages of minimum construction and design standards. Fred Trump saw before him an opportunity to profitably build modest homes. He would never again aim for “high type” buyers of single-family houses that he had pursued in Jamaica Estates. He and a partner purchased51 lots to build more than four hundred homes on the former Barnum & Bailey circus grounds in Brooklyn, a bigger project than anything he had ever done. He posted signs that read TRUMP HOMES. Beyond them, as far as the eye could see52 down a long city block, hundreds of his masons and carpenters worked on fifty or more homes at a time, with a row of structures rising in unison. City newspapers began calling Fred “the Henry Ford of the building industry” for his assembly-line approach, a moniker Fred would use in advertisements. He would dig holes53 for the foundations of an entire block all at once, and then use high-speed mixers to pour the concrete. He set up long stretches of scaffolding so his brick masons could assemble a dozen homes at one time. Bricklaying for an entire block sometimes took only one week. The homes would sell54 for as little as $4,390, with loans backed by the FHA. When the model home55 for the circus grounds project opened in August 1936, the state FHA director, Thomas G. Grace, showed up to kick off the event. After the ceremony,56 there were so many potential buyers that Fred Trump installed floodlights to add a nighttime shift.

AS HE WORKED around the clock in Brooklyn, according to family lore, Fred found time to go to a party attended by younger women from Scotland. Among them was Mary Anne MacLeod, a tall and lanky woman in her early twenties. As a teenager,57 she had left her rural village in Scotland, where her father was a fisherman and small-time farmer, to join two of her sisters in the Astoria section of Queens and find work as a maid. Mary, a native Gaelic speaker, spoke the English she had learned in school with a thick accent. Trump family lore does not explain how a recent immigrant living in Astoria and a workaholic young real estate developer living ten miles away in Jamaica Estates wound up at the same social function. Whatever the case, their courtship was a quick one.

Fred Trump, thirty,58 and Mary Anne MacLeod, twenty-three, married on January 11, 1936, at a Presbyterian church in Manhattan. Her hometown newspaper59 in Scotland, the Stornoway Gazette, reported that the bride wore a “princess gown of white satin and a tulle cap and veil” and carried a bouquet of white orchids and lilies of the valley. The ceremony was followed60 by a reception dinner for about twenty-five people at the Carlyle hotel, where guests were served a sit-down dinner of chicken au cresson and French Sauterne wine. After a brief trip to Atlantic City,61 Fred returned to work. His mother, Elizabeth,62 moved out of the house on Devonshire Road and into a small apartment nearby. The following year, Fred and Mary welcomed their first child, Maryanne, followed by a son, Fred Jr., in 1938.

Fred worked harder and longer days than ever, becoming one of the most prolific home builders in the country, all of it fueled by FHA-backed mortgages. He spent twelve hours a day on job sites, directing every task. He still controlled costs as if he were just starting out. He did not have an office63 and kept his financial records in his pocket. He did not borrow money64—he boasted of writing five-figure checks to buy land and materials—and paid his workers and contractors in cash.

No expense was too small to reduce. He would turn off any lights that had been unnecessarily left on and water down paint.65 The story told over and over to capture Fred Trump’s strict adherence to cost control is of him picking up unbent nails from the dust at construction sites and passing them on for one of his carpenters to use. Maybe the point of the practice was only to make a point. At the cost of nails66 in the late 1930s, Fred Trump would have had to scrounge up thirteen nails just to save one penny.

He delegated nothing of importance. He generally did not hire67 permanent employees until late in the 1930s, when he brought on Charles H. Luerssen Jr., the grandson of German immigrants, as his sales manager, and Luerssen’s wife, Amy, the daughter of an Italian immigrant, as an executive assistant. Amy would remain Fred Trump’s closest aide and favorite lunch companion for the rest of his life. Many would refer to her68 as Fred’s secretary, but his family and insiders would come to see her as the chief operating officer, perhaps the only person outside the family whom Fred trusted completely.

His tight control of costs extended to his closest colleagues, even his longtime lawyer, William Hyman. Hyman’s son, Milton, recalled69 decades later with a laugh, “He liked my pop a lot, but he never paid him much.”

A feature article in American Builder,70 a trade magazine, said Fred was one of the few builders in the country to finish more than 150 homes a year. A photograph showed him sitting on a retaining wall at a construction site, surrounded by loose bricks, tossed lumber, and soil, wearing a long-sleeve shirt and tie with a straw fedora tilted back on his forehead. Lean and smiling broadly, he looked completely in his element, with a blueprint draped across his lap. The writer, Joseph B. Mason, then the East Coast editor of the journal and an advocate for the construction industry, marveled at Fred’s ability to find undervalued sites and tailor his marketing to the predominant culture of the surrounding community, stressing the proximity to Catholic churches and parochial schools in one neighborhood, and synagogues and yeshivas in another.

The involvement of the FHA eased everything for Fred Trump and his buyers. Builders could readily71 obtain construction loans based on the total appraised value of their project by the FHA. For effective builders, there were cost savings from scale. Fred liked to say72 that a home of the size and quality of his row houses would rent for $75 a month, but could be bought for $43 a month, with just a $590 down payment. Buyers agreed. He held an open house in East Flatbush when he finished the first few of more than two hundred homes. So many potential buyers showed up that he had his crew build a makeshift gangplank to the front door of model homes so more people could take a look.

“When the big crowds arrived, I was dumbfounded,”73 he said. “I never expected such a gathering, and I was not prepared to meet it.”

He became a prominent promoter of home ownership in New York, though he could sound almost robotic with his nasally voice. He occasionally took awkward stabs at humor. After one of his new buyers74 welcomed a baby, Fred told a reporter for the New York Daily News that “even the stork endorses and approves of home ownership these days.” At one point he hired a publicist to push his goals of increasing interest in home buying. He advocated for New York75 State to include a bossy motto on its license plates: “Own a Home.” State officials instead went with “N.Y. World’s Fair.”

That was not far off message for Fred Trump. The 1939 World’s Fair put Queens and modern home building at the center of the universe. The fair featured76 a mock neighborhood of twenty-one single-family homes billed as the “Town of Tomorrow.” Fred sent five hundred77 of his craftsmen and sales staff to the fair and offered cash prizes to the workers who found the best ways to make homes he had under construction more modern and comfortable. The winner reported seeing an illuminated doorknob with a magnetic keyhole, easing nighttime entry into one’s home.

Fred offered to cover78 the admission costs for up to five thousand people unable to afford tickets because of the Depression. With millions still relying on government aid or salaries from Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration, Fred said he and others who had become wealthy during the Depression should feel a responsibility to open the majestic event to all comers. “I refer to the vast number of people on relief and workers for the W.P.A., who, unless something is done along the lines suggested, will have to sadly admit for the rest of their lives that they missed the world’s greatest pageant of education, history, amusement staged almost at their doorsteps, because they could not afford to go.”79

Thanks to the FHA, the Great Depression had turned into a Golden Age for home builders like Fred Trump, who had become one of the leading home builders of his generation. He continued to find80 large stretches of undeveloped land, even as the war in Europe cast doubt on the real estate market.

In April 1941, he purchased a fifty-five-acre plot in southern Brooklyn. It was bordered on one side by the new Bensonhurst Park and on another side by the recently completed Belt Parkway, which ran along the waterfront and offered the potential of a quick commute to Manhattan. The seller was Joseph P. Day,81 who had been unable to move forward with a plan to build apartment houses on the site for several years. Fred Trump was now doing business with a real estate titan of his childhood, and he vowed to outdo Day’s performance. He would spend $500,00082 in cash—the equivalent of more than $10 million today—to buy the land and install sewers. He expressed confidence that he would move quickly—not get stuck paying carrying costs as the prior owner had done.

“There is a natural virgin market for thousands of F.H.A. homes in this section of Bensonhurst,”83 he said. “I do not believe in holding vacant property, and to assure its quick development, I have offered several other builders the opportunity of joining with me.”

A writer for The Brooklyn Daily Eagle84 visited the construction site and used the language of military precision to praise Fred’s deployment of his crews, how he directed “constantly advancing divisions of skilled craftsmen. Mr. Trump has achieved complete co-ordination between platoons of hustling masons, bricklayers, plasterers, carpenters, plumbers and a mobile column of giant cranes, tractors, steam shovels, mechanized mortars, ditch digging and finishing machines. The Trump system is a far cry from the days of the pick and shovel, wheel barrow and hand mixer.”

Less than eight months after acquiring the property, Fred opened his first model homes on the site. Another 140 homes were under construction. Fred touted the value85 of the FHA homes—which he said would cost buyers as little as forty dollars a month for mortgage, taxes, and water—for “the finest location on which we have ever built homes.”

That edition of the Eagle quoting an optimistic Fred Trump rolled off the presses on December 7, 1941, just as Japanese Zeros broke the morning silence over Pearl Harbor.




2

The American Way of Life

THE COASTAL AREA1 of Virginia known as Hampton Roads, where several rivers merge with the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, has been one of America’s most important ports since not long after English settlers arrived in 1607. The deep channels rarely freeze and are protected from rough seas by interlocking landmasses. The peninsula to the north, with the towns of Williamsburg, Newport News, and Hampton, juts down into the mouth of the James River. From the south, Willoughby Spit reaches up from Norfolk. And to the east, the Delmarva Peninsula stands sentry against the ocean. The resulting calm waters, making for smooth and speedy access to the Atlantic Ocean, gave the region its name: the “Road” is short for “roadstead,” a nautical term for a waterway sheltered from rip currents and swells.

Tranquil as the waters2 may be, in the months after the attacks on Pearl Harbor thousands of newly drafted sailors and soldiers streamed into the naval installations and two nearby army bases, increasing the military population from 10,000 in 1939 to 168,500 in 1943. With destroyers, battleships, and aircraft carriers under construction at two shipyards, thousands of civilian men arrived to work in the newly frantic warship-building and repair industry. Hundreds of sailors at a time set ashore for temporary leave through the Hampton Roads Port of Embarkation.

They all jammed the streets and trolley cars, the bars, restaurants, and movie theaters. There were not enough3 teachers or doctors. The drinking-water system could not keep up. Garbage collection fell behind. The shortage of housing became so acute that there were reports of as many as twenty-five people stuffed into some houses. Landlords rented out bedrooms in two shifts for sleeping. Conditions were worse for African Americans, generally segregated to substandard housing. A city survey found as many as five Black people living in a single room, and as many as seventeen families sharing a single bathroom.

Disgusted by the living standards, five hundred workers a month at the Navy Yard simply packed up and went home, putting the warship-building effort at risk.

Washington responded with an amendment to the National Housing Act that added a new focus to the FHA’s mission: incentivizing the construction of rental apartment buildings near military bases and factories important to the war effort.

Before the spring thaw in the Northeast, Fred Trump fired up his Cadillac in Jamaica Estates and drove four hundred miles down the Eastern Seaboard to Norfolk. His latest Brooklyn project4 was stalled, thanks to the federal government’s limitations on the use of building materials for construction not vital to winning the war. Fred found a set of circumstances similar to what he had seen in the outreaches of Queens early in his career. Constant new arrivals. A housing shortage worsening every day. Thousands of men with money in their pockets. Empty land everywhere. And developers celebrated like the generals of a liberating army.

“Rents are still soaring in Norfolk, accommodations are scarce,”5 Fred told a reporter. “One double bed often serves for four defense workers, two day workers by night and two night workers by day. The housing that we will provide, however, will help to alleviate this situation.”

The rules of the new FHA program would unintentionally benefit builders with Fred Trump’s strongest skill set: pushing down construction costs. The new program6—known as Title VI, Section 608—offered low-interest loans that would cover 90 percent of estimated construction costs. The mortgage amounts would be based on cost estimates supplied by the builder. But the law did not require7 developers to later document how much had been spent, or to pay back any portion of the mortgage not spent on construction, leaving open the possibility of cash in the pocket for keeping costs down. Using little or none of their own cash, developers could build—and own—vast apartment complexes.

After years of basing his business model on building a home, or row of homes, and selling them once for his profit, Fred would now own large rental complexes on which he could collect rent every month. He once concluded an explanation of the program’s potential upside with this dry sentence: “Dividends or rates of return are not limited.”8

First, he needed land. He had been beaten9 to that punch by another Queens builder named James Rosati, who had been buying land in the Hampton Roads area since before the attack on Pearl Harbor. Fred Trump partnered with Rosati on several projects. Fred’s assembly-line process of overseeing construction was well suited to the mission. By the summer of 194210 he was hiring architects and contractors to build dozens of eight-family brick apartment buildings, two-story “garden apartments” separated by lawns, with a portico over the door as the sole architectural detail.

Fred occasionally stayed11 in Norfolk during the week and drove or flew home to Queens on weekends, but he soon tired of the commute and moved his growing family south. With the birth of Elizabeth in 1942, he and Mary had three children. They moved into a rental house near the shore in Virginia Beach, the next town over from Norfolk. Fred persuaded William Hyman to uproot his wife and two young boys and move the family to Virginia Beach. The Trump and Hyman kids12 would go to the beach some days, occasionally watching the navy practice amphibious landings. Bill Hyman returned from work in Norfolk most days with sailors who had wanted a ride to the beach hanging out the windows of his Chevy coupe.

Fred Trump formed other relationships in Hampton Roads that would remain important to his business prospects and his family life for years to come. He partnered on one project with W. Taylor Johnson, a born-and-bred local who lived just blocks from the shore in Virginia Beach. Taylor owned a successful insurance business but, seeing how lucrative the FHA war housing program could be, redirected his career. They were listed as partners13 on a four-hundred-unit apartment complex, funded with an FHA-backed mortgage, called the Southampton Apartments. The deal also included Rosati and George Alvin Massenburg, then a member of the Virginia legislature and the local commander of the Coast Guard Reserve.

Like Fred Trump, Taylor Johnson had a namesake son. The two boys were both around seven years old and formed a friendship that would endure into adulthood. Fred the father could be awkward around children. He occasionally pulled a novelty kaleidoscope from his suit pocket and told young Taylor to look through it. Taylor Jr. was shocked14 the first time he lifted it to his eye and did not see the typical swirl of shapes and colors but undulating young women in swimsuits.

Fred’s relationships were nearly all based upon common professional interests. When he brought people from home to Virginia for a visit, it was associates from the Brooklyn Democratic Party who were important to his projects in New York. More than once he drove down with his two closest acquaintances15 from the patronage machine of the Madison Democratic Club: Abraham Beame, a schoolteacher and bookkeeper, and Abraham “Bunny” Lindenbaum, a lawyer and fundraiser for politicians. The three made for a striking study in physical contrast. At five foot two, Beame had to look up to see the knot in Fred’s necktie. Lindenbaum, an affable charmer with a broad and rubbery grin, was distinguished as much for his roundness as Fred was for his lean height. But they had much in common. The three men were roughly the same age and the children of immigrant parents. Each of their livelihoods depended upon navigating government programs and proximity to political officeholders. During one drive16 south to Virginia, Fred became so engrossed explaining to Beame and Lindenbaum how the FHA mortgage program enabled him to build without investing a penny of his own money that he did not realize he was speeding, until a sheriff pulled him over.

By the end of the war in 1945, the housing crisis in Hampton Roads had eased, thanks to FHA-insured loans. Forty-two warships17 central to the United States’ victory had been built in the area and hundreds more were repaired.

Fred Trump had built18 more than fourteen hundred apartments as part of the war effort, including a four-hundred-unit complex in Pennsylvania. As the federal government eased the wartime restrictions on construction, the growing Trump family returned to Jamaica Estates. Fred turned his attention once again toward the fifty-five-acre site he had left behind in Brooklyn, a project with the potential to create wealth for generations of Trumps to come.

IN THE EARLY SUMMER OF 1946, Fred Trump worked the phones nonstop, calling every nail supplier he knew. Call after call, he heard the same thing: no nails. There he was, in the middle of another housing shortage, looking out at some fifty-five acres of raw land in Brooklyn that he let people use as Victory gardens19 to grow vegetables during the war, and he could not buy a nail to save his life. “Nails are impossible to get,”20 he complained to a reporter. “I’ve made 15 calls in the last few days without any luck.” He was “going crazy” trying to find nails and “things are getting worse and worse.”

Thousands of troops had returned home to the city. They were getting married, having babies, and searching for homes. A recent government study21 had estimated that more than 3.5 million veterans needed new housing. It was as if the demand Fred had seen in Hampton Roads during the war had overtaken the entire nation.

To support the building22 of homes for veterans, the new administration of President Harry S. Truman had altered the price-control system, but builders complained that they had inadvertently created incentives for manufacturers to divert raw materials away from building supplies. For Fred, that meant that a lot of metal23 was being used to make fence wire, not nails.

On June 14, 1946, Mary gave birth at Jamaica Hospital to their fourth child, a boy. They named him Donald John Trump. The family had by then moved to another house in Jamaica Estates, one of the smaller Tudor homes Fred had built for high types on Wareham Place just as the Depression took hold. Wedged between two driveways on a forty-foot-wide lot, the home now felt cramped for a family of six with a live-in maid. It was also no longer suitable for a man of Fred’s station in the world. A neighbor, a jewelry maker24 named Edward Abel, who as president of the Jamaica Estates Association had sought to maintain the “high class restrictive character of the neighborhood,” owned an empty hundred-foot-wide lot next door to his home on Midland Parkway, the most desirable street in the community.

Fred bought Abel’s lot25 and began overseeing construction on a home of more than four thousand square feet, with nine bathrooms and bedrooms to spare, almost twice the size of the house on Wareham. It would be a Colonial Revival–style house, red brick with four thick white columns supporting a two-story portico over the entrance. Fred Trump, son26 of a restaurant owner who dreamed of a career in real estate, would now live one block north of the famous estate built in his youth by Michael Degnon, the legendary builder of the city’s subways.

THE DELAYS THAT THE NAIL shortage caused Fred turned out to be the luckiest break of his life. Had he continued at his typical assembly-line pace to put up two-story row houses on his Bensonhurst land, he might have missed the most lucrative government construction program in American history, a source of almost free financing that put a far larger project within his reach.

Three weeks before Donald Trump27 was born, President Truman signed the Veterans’ Emergency Housing Program, yet another amendment to the 1934 housing act, with the goal of “rapidly and adequately housing our veterans.” Truman set the total amount of loans that the government would insure under the program at $3.8 billion, a monumental infusion of cash into the home-building industry.

The amendment sweetened28 the pot for developers even further, lowering interest rates to 4 percent. More significantly, the FHA29 had begun allowing developers to sidestep a $5 million cap on mortgages by applying for a separate mortgage on each distinct building in a project. Even buildings with a theoretical dividing line would be considered eligible for multiple $5 million mortgages.

To oversee that huge pot30 of money, the FHA put in charge Clyde Lilbon Powell, who had been born in Salem, Missouri, in 1896, and worked as a real estate broker before joining the FHA in 1934. He was a fireplug31 of a man, short and blocky, with a penchant for flashy suits and racehorses, who had also managed to keep a somewhat lengthy history of arrests—embezzlement, larceny, and passing bad checks in two states—hidden from his superiors.

Powell dispatched personnel32 across the country to enlist current and prospective real estate “promoters,” anyone with the capacity to fill out a loan application and hire an architect and a construction manager. He crisscrossed the country33 himself to speak to groups of mortgage bankers, including nearly four hundred at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in Manhattan.

Knowing the program as well as Powell, Fred was ahead of the game. He threw out his plan for two-story attached homes at his Bensonhurst site. His old business model would be unlikely to produce the large profits now possible under Section 608, which created new incentives to pack far greater numbers of people on every acre. He came up with something far larger than anything he had built before.

He would call the project34 Shore Haven. It would be comprised of ten six-story elevator buildings with 1,344 apartments and a garage for seven hundred cars. Part of a new genre of “garden apartments” or “villages,” Fred and other developers would market these sprawling complexes as a modern and convenient way of life. But the layout had one goal: to maximize the mortgage size the FHA would approve for the land. The result would be a collection of plain brick boxes separated by enough grass to keep the entire area from being cast into shadows all day. The 1946 changes35 to Section 608 unintentionally incentivized packing projects with apartments too small for most families. To maximize his loan amount,36 Fred designed Shore Haven so that 70 percent of the units would be studios or one-bedrooms. The development would be framed on one side by Bensonhurst Park and on another by several lanes of roadway running along Gravesend Bay.

Shore Haven was one of the first Section 608 projects in New York. Thomas G. Grace, the local FHA official who had approved every one of Fred’s projects and appeared at ribbon cuttings with him for the prior decade, was now in charge of approving Section 608 mortgages in New York. Grace and Powell signed37 off on Fred’s $9.125 million federally insured mortgage, which Grace said would be the largest private housing development ever in Brooklyn.

Fred’s office soon received more than five thousand letters from prospective tenants seeking apartments in Shore Haven. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle ran a photograph38 of a female employee opening a pile of letters. By August, another three thousand39 applications had arrived, and Fred announced he would not accept any more. He made an impassioned plea40 for his brethren builders to join him to keep the federal government from building housing itself: “I believe that it is important that private industry wake up and deliver needed housing accommodations. Otherwise, there is a danger that public housing will step in and take over the industry.” He warned that the government construction of housing would be a “calamity.”

After spending the early part of his career publicly urging people to buy instead of rent, Fred announced he had shifted to rental housing, not because the veteran housing program offered him and his family untold riches, but as a service to the citizenry of his city. “I have now adopted the construction of rental housing only because I feel that I can give the home seeker a better break at present costs.”41

As he began construction of Shore Haven, Fred dispatched Hyman to buy several properties next to one another in the Brighton Beach neighborhood, about three miles from Shore Haven. A purchase in December 194742 finished the job. For less than $200,000,43 Fred had assembled a fifty-acre plot one mile from Coney Island Beach.

Fred called his second massive project Beach Haven, and it would borrow more from Shore Haven than a similar name. There would
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