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CHAPTER ONE

3

it was a dark, wintry day in December 2006, with sleek,
black leafless trees silhouetted against low clouds and wet snow
fading on the ground.Three months before the start of Conrad
Black’s trial in Chicago on fourteen counts of criminal fraud,
breaches of fiduciary duty, mail and wire fraud and racketeering,
I had flown from Montreal to Toronto for the day. Black —
Baron Black of Crossharbour — had given me a two-hour
appointment at his Georgian mansion, in the exclusive Bridle
Path area, to discuss a new edition of my book about him.

I took a cab from the airport.The closer we got to Black’s
house, the more excited my Sikh driver became.“Oh my good-
ness!” he said as the ranch bungalows on small lots gave way to
the gloomy neo-Gothic and garish Mediterranean suburban
palaces of Toronto’s arrivistes.“So many rich people live around
here. Look at these houses! There must be so many gardeners
working here in the spring.Tell me, sir, what do you do for a
living? You are a university professor — that is a very well-paid
job. So, this is the house we are going to? Oh my goodness, we
have to get out at the gate and announce through the radio
intercom who we are. Is your friend also a university professor?”

Sprawling 26 Park Lane Circle is a Can.$20-million brick
mansion, with a stately portico entrance and Palladian windows,

entering the
labyrinth
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standing back from the road on an eleven-acre estate. Black
sometimes jokingly referred to it as his “cottage.” It was his par-
ents’ home, the place where he grew up. In the 1980s, after
Black inherited the place, he hired New York-based celebrity
architect Thierry Despont — whose clients included Microsoft
billionaire Bill Gates — and completely rebuilt the mansion,
gutting whole sections and adding an indoor pool and library.
Black pays more than Can.$70,000 in annual property taxes.

As we entered the gate, the driveway curved rightward down
past the entrance of the house, then looped back again, in front
of the main door. Even in the first week of December, ripe
green apples still clung to the branches of two huge trees. We
came round an enormous weeping willow, then swept in front
of the entrance.

Werner, the sixty-five-year-old German butler dressed all in
white, stood at the door.With his stern, obsequious manner, he
ushered me to the cloak room, off to the right as we entered,
where he took my leather jacket and hung it up. He then led
me back through the two-storey entry hall with barrel-vaulted
ceiling,where portraits of the Prince Regent (the future George
IV) and Napoleon were displayed.To my left was the stairway,
where Conrad Black’s father, George, had fallen over the ban-
ister upstairs in 1976 and come crashing down onto the main
floor.That was the day father told son,“Life is hell, most people
are bastards, and everything is bullshit.”1

“Everything in the house has been changed,” one of Conrad
Black’s cousins told me, “except the entrance and the stair
where Uncle George fell to his death.” Even Black once wrote
he wasn’t sure whether his father’s death was voluntary. It was a
touchy subject for him. For decades, George Black’s depression
and his sudden death had hung like a cloud over his son. Conrad
had preserved the entrance and stairwell intact — it seemed a
grim memorial to his father.

By the time I got there, 26 Park Lane Circle had become a
gilded cage for Black. In the lead-up to his criminal trial, he had
to post a $21-million bond* — the highest in the history of
American criminal justice. U.S. District Judge Amy J. St. Eve set
as a condition of bail that he couldn’t go anywhere but Chicago,

*All monetary amounts are in U.S. dollars unless otherwise noted.
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his hometown of Toronto or his $35.5-million winter ocean-
front retreat in Palm Beach without first getting court approval.

Along the stairwell, I could see an enormous print of Rome
from the early nineteenth century, showing St. Peter’s to the left,
which Black had collected as a souvenir from a landlady during
his early years in London. It must have been about ten to twelve
feet long. I remembered seeing it at Black’s £13.1-million man-
sion in Cottesmore Gardens, London, when we met there in
2002 — he was forced to sell that property three years later,
when his business empire had begun to disintegrate.To my right
was the main living room, with a series of French doors over-
looking the park. This park slopes downward onto expansive
terraces, gardens and into a forest, and must be uneven terrain
for garden parties, although it is a paradise for racoons.

Werner led me past a stairwell to the basement, the walls
covered with handwritten correspondence in gold frames
between President Franklin Roosevelt and his cousin and prob-
able mistress Daisy Suckley. I remembered some of the letters
from my 2003 visits to Black’s executive suite at Hollinger
International on Fifth Avenue in New York, just before he was
turfed out of his job there.There were also some framed letters
signed by Abraham Lincoln.

I had entered the inner sanctum of Black’s private
mythology. He has the habit of fusing his personality with his
political heroes, papering his walls with rich symbols of power,
as if some of their magnificence would rub off on him. He has
a dreamy, expansive, blistering nature — blowing a fortune on
fantastic decor all around him, drawing analogies between him-
self and colossal, larger-than-life figures (as a way, I thought, of
drowning his own deep-seated insecurity).

Werner showed me to the sitting room, with some green-
and-cream-striped Empire chairs I recognized from the Cottes-
more Gardens mansion.A lot of things had moved around in the
last couple years. There were a few million dollars’ worth of
Canadian paintings on the walls, cluttered like postage stamps.
One was by Jean Paul Lemieux, another was a nondescript
painting by Robert Pilot showing a church in Quebec, and
there was a Maurice Cullen.A painting by A.Y. Jackson showed
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a village chapel in Quebec’s Charlevoix county in winter, with
some logs floating in a river in the foreground. On a low coffee
table were a few books about platinum jewels and a recent book
by Barbara Amiel’s former husband, George Jonas. Here I
waited.

I first met Conrad Black and Barbara Amiel in June 1993 when
I worked at the Southam-owned daily the Montreal Gazette.A
high-school classmate of mine, Montreal financier André
Desmarais, had invited me to a private gala on the summit of
Mount Royal, overlooking the St. Lawrence River, Old
Montreal and the nineteenth-century mansions of the Square
Mile. On that golden evening, the summit had been cordoned
off for a dinner André had organized on behalf of the Americas
Society — David Rockefeller’s network of corporate leaders
and statesmen committed to establishing political, economic
and cultural links among the Americas.

Several hundred people mingled, many of them balding
Latin American tycoons accompanied by glittering buxom
trophy women in high heels who defied gravity in more ways
than one. “These trophy wives always travel in pairs of limou-
sines,” the conference organizer told me with a knowing smirk.
“One so they can stretch out their long legs and one for all their
Holt Renfrew shopping bags.”This was a world of high rollers.
I was just a spectator.

Here was André’s father, the billionaire Paul Desmarais, once
Conrad Black’s rival in a 1970s grab for Toronto-based con-
glomerate Argus Corp.

Miguel Alemán Valesco, a Mexican senator and son of a
former Mexican president, was also in attendance. Here was
another billionaire, David Rockefeller, then chairman of the
Chase Manhattan Bank; Guilherme Frering, Brazilian co-owner
of caemi, the world’s fourth-largest iron ore producer; the con-
troversial Argentine banker Jose Rohm; and Norman Webster,
my editor-in-chief (he had previously been editor-in-chief at
the Globe and Mail, where he had hired, then fired Conrad
Black as a columnist in the 1980s). Here, too, was Conrado
Pappalardo, the right-hand man of Paraguay’s fascist dictator,
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General Alfredo Stroessner; Ken Taylor, Canada’s ambassador to
Iran who had helped rescue Americans during the 1979
storming of the U.S. embassy in Tehran; and Brazilian-born
Peter White, Black’s old friend and first partner in the news-
paper business.

Liveried waiters passed to and fro, bearing champagne on
silver trays. This was the world of Conrad and Barbara. Their
reputations — cultivated by their flamboyant lifestyles and
deliberately provocative, caustic writings — had preceded them.
Riveted to each other, they devoted a few half-interested min-
utes to each conversation before spotting another contact and
moving on.

I introduced myself to Black as an editorial writer at the
Gazette, since he had just purchased a minority shareholding in
the Southam Group, which owned the Montreal newspaper. He
was six feet, two inches tall, bulky and exuded power. He looked
like a fighter who could tear people to pieces. He was blustery,
pompous, wooden in speech, always looking to fit people into
an intellectual framework but ever ready to dismantle that
framework, a man who could go just as well into fast forward as
into rewind, his eyes opening wide with delight and closing
menacingly — an aggressive man who nonetheless wanted to be
liked. As we spoke, Amiel tugged on Black’s sleeve. Her sleek
brown hair, tight-fitting black dress and high heels gave her a
dramatic look. As she glanced left and right, lining up the next
networking opportunity for Conrad, her eyes burned with a
dull flame in which I read a peculiar combination of rage, bore-
dom and fragility.

I had followed Black’s career closely over the years. I had no
sympathy for his stark neo-conservative views, I was puzzled by
his withering doctrinaire Catholicism and I had often heard that
he milked his media properties. I suggested that if he took over
Southam, he could make the Gazette the flagship of the chain
and build a network of national and international correspon-
dents to take on the Globe and Mail. Black’s response was to
dump on the Globe. He took pleasure in debunking the paper’s
claim that it was the “national newspaper of record.” But the
idea of centring anything important in Montreal struck Black as
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an anachronism. He had other plans.After a few minutes, he and
Amiel went off to speak to the Rockefellers, from whom he had
rented a summer estate in Maine.

I could not have known in 1993 that within ten years Black
and his long-time partner David Radler (a McGill University
graduate, just like Black) would make the Gazette part of his
newspaper empire, the world’s third-largest, with six hundred
titles in Canada, Britain, the United States, Israel and Australia.
That Black would renounce his Canadian citizenship to be-
come a baron and sit in the British House of Lords.And that I
would become his biographer, interviewing him as well as some
two hundred other people, from close family members to child-
hood buddies, business associates to competitors and critics —
as I chronicled the dazzling rise and fall of a proud, destructive
genius. Given the meltdown of Black’s career and finances,
starting in 2003–04, I would be the last person before his trial
to conduct extensive biographical interviews with him as well
as those closest around him.

As a boy, Conrad Black had regularly played chess with his
father in the Park Lane Circle mansion. He had extended these
skills and strategies from the chessboard to the world. He struck
me as someone who treated people like rooks, bishops and
knights, queens and kings on a chessboard, moving them around
at will. Each person served or defeated his interests. Character,
ambitions and morality provided him with useful insights,
which he could articulate with stunning detachment, then use
to strategize, manipulate and position things to his best advan-
tage.

I had to be sure I didn’t end up being Black’s pawn. Here was
a man who could snap his fingers and immediately get half of
the front page of any newspaper in Canada. Quotable quotes
rolled off his tongue, ready to be snatched up in an endless
stream of newspaper articles. He loved to craft other people’s
ideas. He loved being the centre of attention. But as a result, he
often appealed to the gallery, saying things for provocative effect
that didn’t reflect his true impulses.

It was challenging to make sense of a dark man, full of con-
tradictions, rage and energy, who did not seem to understand
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himself. Black’s speeches and writings were rich in allegory and
allusions to historic grandeur and military prowess. In his auto-
biography, A Life in Progress, he compared himself to a number
of historical personalities from Henry viii to Pope Alexander vi,
Napoleon, the fictional media tycoon Citizen Kane, General
Douglas MacArthur and German General Heinz Guderian (at
least implicitly) for his Second World War blitzkrieg strategy.
Further research finds Black himself — and others — com-
paring him to at least five Shakespearean characters: the
mournful, power-obsessed King Lear; the boisterous, back-slap-
ping, next-round-is-on-me Prince Hal; the master of dissimula-
tion Bolingbroke, who succeeded Richard ii to the throne; the
Roman politician Cassius, who suggested that Brutus murder
Julius Caesar; and the ever-devious “pound-of-flesh” Shylock.

Most of these characters evoked pathos, suffering, looming
defeat and the unavoidable fall from grace. I wondered whether
all these analogies weren’t simply a form of “grandiosity by asso-
ciation” — exuberant, boastful camouflage designed to protect
the vulnerable, uneasy person he really was, deep inside. Unless
he was just lining things up so that other people would grovel
in front of his colossal ego as he laughed down at them.
Whenever Black talked about himself, I had the impression I
was hearing the final summing up, as if the moon were begin-
ning to inch across the sun in a total eclipse.

At the apogee of his power in 2002, Black used his majority
voting control of Hollinger International Inc. — a company with
more than $2 billion in assets — to control the London Daily
Telegraph, The Spectator, the Chicago Sun-Times and the Jerusalem
Post. He was also part-owner of the upstart and modestly suc-
cessful New York Sun. And until 2000 and 2001 (when he shed
almost all of his Canadian assets), Black controlled 57 per cent of
all daily newspaper titles in Canada. He claimed to have started
with no more than a $500 investment when he and partner Peter
White bought two rural newspapers in Quebec’s Eastern
Townships in the mid-1960s and then enlisted a third Montrealer,
David Radler, as partner to buy a small daily, the Sherbrooke
Record.But that was a calculated understatement.Black had inher-
ited substantial wealth from his parents and grandparents.
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On the editorial level, Black was widely admired for his
ability to revive flagging newspapers, such as Britain’s Daily
Telegraph, and start up new ones, such as Canada’s National Post.

On the financial level, his sprawling newspaper empire daz-
zled but left many wondering whether it was an enormous
house of cards — incredibly complicated and highly leveraged.
Yet he was the world’s best-paid newspaper publisher. In 2002,
according to Crain’s Chicago Business, he received $7.1 million in
salary and benefits — $1 million more than the publishers of the
New York Times, theWashington Post and the Chicago Tribune com-
bined. In addition, he received management fees of $6.6 million
via the private holding company Ravelston Corp. In 2002, the
London Evening Standard’s “top 50 residents of Kensington &
Chelsea” pegged Black’s personal fortune at £194 million
(Can.$405 million). The current Lord Beaverbrook told me
“rich lists” such as the Evening Standard’s only estimated assets,
without counting liabilities. According to Beaverbrook, no
matter how much money Black earned, he always seemed to
spend more than he had — on parties, celebrity interior deco-
rator David Mlinaric, artwork and jewels. His various residences
alone were worth close to $100 million, which would be a drain
on anybody’s finances. Black saw his role as a builder of working
capital — negotiating takeovers, starting up new properties and
developing strategies to improve the editorial quality of
Hollinger’s media holdings. For this, he was richly rewarded
with dollars and prestige.And he protected his gains by control-
ling votes within his companies and developing value for what
he calls “continuing [long-term] shareholders.” In his mind,
there was a clear distinction between those shareholders and
independent public shareholders.

Former business associate and member of the Hollinger
board Hal Jackman compares Black to Napoleon, who achieved
“outrageous success, and felt he could do it indefinitely, but the
whole world eventually turned against him. Conrad did the
same, pushing the envelope and doing one outrageous thing
after the other, but now the public mood is very much against
him. He’s pushing the envelope.That’s a death wish.You know
that sooner or later, they’ll get you. He doesn’t think like
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rational people think. All these payments and houses have
turned people against him.”2

Everything started to unravel for Black in mid-October 2001,
just two weeks before he made his triumphant entry into the
House of Lords as “Baron Black of Crossharbour,” in recogni-
tion of his ownership of the Daily Telegraph. When he entered
the House of Lords, Black seemed like a new sun king, reaching
the height of social achievement — here was a Montreal-born,
former Canadian businessman gaining an aristocratic title and a
seat in the upper chamber of the British Parliament. But I won-
dered whether the sunny Black wasn’t being dogged by a mis-
chievous double — a darker, self-defeating version of himself,
who was undoing all that he had just achieved.

In October 2001,Tweedy, Browne Company, with about 18
per cent of Hollinger International’s class A common stock,
wrote to the chairman of the company’s audit committee,
former governor of Illinois James R. Thompson, complaining
that between 1995 and 2000 Hollinger had paid $150.3 million
to Ravelston, the Canadian-based holding company controlled
by Black, “under an undisclosed management agreement that
calls for ‘strategic advice, planning and financial services,’ but
establishes no performance goals.” The Tweedy, Browne letter
said an additional $3.7 million went directly to Black. “And
what have we, shareholders of Hollinger, received in return for
that $154 million? The stock of our company has sagged about
30 per cent from its Initial Public Offering price. . . .”

Chris Browne, the mild-mannered managing partner at
Tweedy, Browne, was concerned about the level of Hollinger
International’s payments to Black and several of his associates.

Browne is a white-haired, thin-lipped scion of the financial
establishment of Manhattan. (He looks like a new species of
wildlife: the killer beluga.) He is also a master of the highly polit-
ical art of leveraging media coverage in order to support his bil-
lion-dollar portfolios. Tweedy, Browne’s corporate offices on
Park Avenue (in the same building as Henry Kissinger’s office)
boast a series of outsized nineteenth-century engravings of Wall
Street and genteel eighteenth-century maps of the New World.
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“In the late summer and early fall of 2001,” Browne said,“we
started noticing that management service payments to
Ravelston had increased substantially. We wrote a letter to the
board in October 2001, asking what criteria they used to deter-
mine whether these were reasonable payments, which were
lump sum.There was no disclosure as to Conrad Black’s share
or David Radler’s share, or how they arrived at it…. Not one
director responded to our letter. Conrad did.We had a meeting
with Conrad, but I wouldn’t say we got a very satisfactory
explanation. He said the fees would be coming down, going
forward.”3

Browne told me he had the impression that Black and his
associates paid themselves management and other fees based on
what they needed rather than on the objective value of services
they provided.

It was not a good idea for the newly minted baron to pro-
voke Browne, an architecture and history buff who lives alone
with his border terrier, Orville. In thirty years of business,
Browne has sworn twice in the office and raised his voice twice.
It was not exactly a David and Goliath struggle: Black may have
been a media giant, but Browne was no naive underdog — he
is one of the best connected, most respected investors in New
York. The contrast in temperament and manner between the
two became a key part of the story. In late 2001, Browne
launched an intense campaign that led to revelations of ques-
tionable business practices at Hollinger. Black could have
avoided scrutiny and embarrassment had he opted to take Hol-
linger private, dealt proactively with Tweedy, Browne, updated
business practices to reflect changes in corporate governance
practices or paid closer attention to the evolving morality of the
investment community that produced the Sarbanes-Oxley Act
of 2002 — requiring ceos to sign a certificate that no longer
allowed them to claim ignorance if the numbers in their com-
pany financial statements didn’t add up. Instead, Black dug in —
accusing Tweedy, Browne of being “corporate governance ter-
rorists.”4

Black seemed shocked that anyone would have the temerity
to question the way he ran his company. That he felt he was
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above the mundane concerns of society and, in particular, his
shareholders is clearly stated in an e-mail to another corporate
officer on August 5, 2002: “There has not been an occasion for
many months when I got on our plane without wondering
whether it was really affordable. But I’m not prepared to re-
enact the French Revolutionary renunciation of the rights of
nobility.We have to find a balance between an unfair taxation
on the company and a reasonable treatment of the founders-
builders-managers. We are proprietors, after all, beleaguered
though we may be.”

Were Black’s problems a case of hubris—an excess of pride?
Did he feel he had an inalienable right as a continuing share-
holder to receive special consideration, whereas independent
shareholders such as Tweedy, Browne were only along for the
ride? Or was his eye off the ball as he immersed himself for two
years, from 2001 to 2003, in the drafting of his encyclopedic
1,280-page biography of Franklin Roosevelt — a project he had
dreamt of for decades? Whatever the explanation, Black’s sense
of omnipotence and self-sufficiency did nothing to deflect two
forbidding challenges: investigations by the United States
Securites and Exchange Commission (sec) and the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (fbi); and shareholder lawsuits alleging
that hundreds of millions of dollars in payments were improper
and that some of them were illegal in that they had neither been
properly authorized by the board of directors nor accurately
reported to the sec.

Black was a business proprietor in the nineteenth-century
mould, a self-centred man of grandeur and ambition, a man of
cunning, taste and discernment, an iron-willed, ruthless entre-
preneur, like a robber baron in the early decades of American
industrial capitalism.And he was a press tycoon on a grand scale,
someone like William Randolph Hearst, who could send
printing presses a-clattering with bold, sensationalist news
reports and compelling visions and ideas for the future of the
North Atlantic democracies — the United States, Canada and
Britain. Black used his newspapers to build up political causes
he believed in — mostly neo-conservative ones — and he used
them just as readily to clobber opponents into the ground. He
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was quite prepared to do the clobbering himself, signing pieces
that demolished his own employees. He adored manipulation,
devising pathways, then following them to smoke out his ene-
mies and snatch final victory. He saw his business in naval terms
— an ongoing war at sea, with cruel storms, raging battles long
into the night, well-aimed salvoes and then, when he was lucky,
sending his enemies to the ocean bottom.

In many ways, the decor in Hollinger International’s New
York offices was an extension of Black’s personality — a way of
illustrating his love and admiration for the great American
republic and its navy. He desperately wanted that love and admi-
ration to be returned.

From the boardroom window, there was a clear view of an
early-twentieth-century skyscraper with a decrepit wooden
water tower, the garish black Trump Tower and, further uptown,
the concave W. R. Grace Building and eccentric Legion of
Honor building. On one wall of the boardroom was a water-
colour depicting the first transit by a sitting president —
Franklin Delano Roosevelt — through the Panama Canal, July
11, 1934, aboard the cruiser uss Houston, nudging her way
through the Miraflores locks, Stars and Stripes rippling in the
wind, an honour guard assembled on the dockside.The water-
colour had been painted long after the fact from a black-and-
white photograph in the U.S. Navy archives.

Along the walls, in gold frames, were some of the controver-
sial fdr documents that Hollinger International had acquired
for $10 million — a typewritten presidential speech, as well as
handwritten letters on uss Houston stationery from the presi-
dent to Daisy Suckley. Critics have charged that the company
had no business purchasing the material to help Black with his
private research on fdr.

A long oak table with black speakerphones arrayed on it like
threatening ufos were visible through the open doorway of the
boardroom, and one could visualize the imperial Black chairing
a meeting of his distinguished board members.The decor was a
way of conditioning them. Just inside the doorway of the board-
room was a framed, signed black-and-white portrait of the
notorious 1930s gangster Al Capone. Black’s executive assistant,
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Jan Akerhielm, made a point of showing the portrait to me.
Next door, in Black’s office, was an oil portrait of Lord North,
the incompetent British prime minister under George III who
“lost” the thirteen colonies during the War of Independence.
The office also boasted autographs, in gold frames, of Benjamin
Franklin and the robber baron–cum–philanthropist Andrew
Carnegie. Along the corridor outside was a Civil War requisi-
tion order for mules, signed by General William T. Sherman.

Black preferred elder statesmen on his boards —
Conservatives in Britain and Republicans in the United States.
Whether they had business experience was irrelevant. Lord
Carrington, the former uk foreign secretary, defence  secretary,
secretary-general of nato and member of the Hollinger and
Telegraph boards, said he himself knew little about finance.5

It wasn’t much different at Hollinger International, where
independent board members former U.S. secretary of state
Henry Kissinger and former U.S. assistant secretary of defense
Richard Perle occasionally attended meetings in the New York
boardroom. I met Kissinger in his Park Avenue office in Sep-
tember 2003, when things were already getting very hot for
Black. Two Secret Service agents in navy blue suits were on
duty, ready to defend Kissinger. And part of my meeting with
the ever-pugnacious bulldog Kissinger involved some condi-
tioning.While I waited in an anteroom decorated with Chinese
bronzes, he left his door open so I could hear him barking into
the phone:“Conrad, some Canadian journalist is here to see me.
What should I do with him? Ja. Ja. Do you know him? Ja. Ja.”
The ground rules of the interview were that I could record
everything, sitting in his office surrounded by autographed por-
traits of Pope Paul vi, King Hussein of Jordan and Richard
Nixon. But the minute I veered off topic, he would shout at me
to “turn that thing off!” He must have been interviewed tens of
thousands of times. He ended up telling me that in his role as
director of Hollinger International, he brought “some under-
standing of the international situation, and they have papers in
different parts of the world. I can bring some judgment on the
content of the papers that cover the subject that I know some-
thing about. It’s good for the company that there are others on
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the board that have a more acute understanding of financial
matters than I do. So that [finance] is not why I’m on the
board.” He said he also read the Web version of the Daily
Telegraph every day.6 Kissinger was so devious he made me feel
extremely uncomfortable. Once the interview was over, I
checked my pocket to make sure my wallet wasn’t missing. I
then quizzed the two Secret Service agents about how to get an
airport bus back to LaGuardia, but they had never taken a bus.
They knew only how to hire a limousine.

Montreal billionaire and investment counsel Stephen
Jarislowsky, who has served on a number of Black’s boards
including the Southam board, said Conrad was a jolly rogue
going through life, fooling most of the people he met and doing
it with gusto. Black’s naming Kissinger to the board, despite a
lack of financial experience, was quite typical. “Most of the
people on his boards knew nothing about finance. They were
window-dressing.The Great Man likes to surround himself with
Great Men. On the Argus and Southam boards in the 1990s
were a judge, a general and a cardinal.”7 Jarislowsky is known for
his astute financial judgment, skillful resounding statements
about corporate governance and occasional on-the-record can-
dour about his own business dealings.

Hal Jackman, who amassed a half-billion-dollar fortune run-
ning an insurance company and a Northern Ontario railway,
criticizes Black for “paying a lot of money to ex-politicians to
be sycophantic and be directors — it just isn’t worth it.”

Black gathered members of his board of directors and inter-
national advisory council together for periodic meetings, wined
and dined them, exulting in the insider conversation about
world politics. Many of his board and council members were
thrilled to be part of such an exclusive circle of movers and
shakers, although Margaret Thatcher was often jet-lagged when
she turned up and promptly nodded off at the table. Even so, she
collected the same rich fees as everyone else — in the range of
$25,000 per day, just for sitting there. It seemed as if Black were
paying for friendship with the high and mighty.

So when big institutional shareholders such as Tweedy,
Browne confronted Black openly in correspondence and share-
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holder meetings, when they claimed Hollinger International
was their company and he was supposed to be acting on their
behalf, there was more at stake than Black’s professional future.
They risked shattering his proud self-image, the whole persona
he had constructed for himself of a plugged-in networker above
the fray, the intimate friend of presidents and prime ministers,
someone who knew the nature of power and how to leverage
newspapers to dominate the game.This may explain how Black
could study the laws that bound him as chairman and ceo of
Hollinger International, analyze them and pontificate on them
in a detached way, as if he were addressing a purely intellectual
problem.

Just weeks before a May 22, 2003, shareholders meeting
where one investor openly accused Black of being a “thief,”
Black told me that the Sarbanes-Oxley Act was “an insane law”
with “all sorts of absurd conditions that are in part locking the
barn door after the horses have fled and in part penalizations of
the habitually law-abiding.”8 He said the act is in response “to a
sense of revulsion” over serious wrongdoings “involving large
sums of money and large companies. I would have thought that
not much needed to be done beyond the enforcement of
existing criminal statutes — namely those people who did bad
things should be prosecuted and, if guilty, convicted and not
lightly sentenced. But when you get politics and public opinion
involved, you do get a bit of pandering going — I think that is
what we have seen.”

Black said that “it is astonishing that the incidence of objec-
tively bad things — felonious conduct or even invidious con-
duct — is as infrequent as it is,” given the amount of money that
changes hands in the corporate sector of countries such as the
United States, Canada and the United Kingdom. “Here in the
United States, you have gdp of essentially twelve trillion dollars.
The private sector is almost two-thirds of that — almost eight
trillion dollars.The incidence of apparent serious misbehaviour
is really quite slight, and quite rare.”

Black asserted that the danger emanating from the tremen-
dous economic boom of the 1990s is that in its latter stages it
was “vulgar” and some of it “economically false” and, quoting
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U.S. Federal Reserve board chairman Alan Greenspan,“an irra-
tional enthusiasm.”When the bubble burst, Black recalled, there
were “a lot of recriminations” and revelations of “promotional
instinct trespassing into the area of fraud.” But comparing this
era with the 1920s “or with the era of the railway barons and
robber barons,” he said, “I think all in all the record is quite
good.”

He assailed “self-righteous . . . elements of the liberal media
in the United States, and in foreign countries, trying to repre-
sent the American capitalist economy as corrupt and vulgar and
exploitative, and the executive class as composed essentially of
venal and morally contemptible people. I think that’s highly
exaggerated, and I think the response to it has been somewhat
exaggerated.”

In May 2002, Black was already considering the one strategy
that would have solved most or all of the problems he eventu-
ally faced — buying out minority shareholders. But he dis-
carded the idea. “I don’t have the goal of privatizing Hollinger
International,” he said. “What I do have is the desire to take
advantage, on behalf of the continuing shareholders, of the
under-valuation of our stock. As long as we have the means,
without over-stretching ourselves, and our own share price is
the best bargain amongst all the menu of investment available to
us, it is a good thing to do. I don’t have the objective as such to
take the public out completely. I would be happy to dispense
with them completely if we could do it to our commercial
advantage, but not if it means putting too much freight on the
wagon and overpaying for it.”

Chris Browne considers this to have been wishful thinking:
“I don’t think privatization was a realistic alternative on his part.
The company was already too much in debt for him to have
taken out the other shareholders.”

In late 2003, Tweedy, Browne launched a lawsuit in Delaware
Chancery Court for “recoupment of over $73 million (U.S.) in
payments to Ravelston and its affiliates (including Lord Black)
under Non-Competition Agreements arising from asset sales by
Hollinger International.”
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The non-compete fees — part of the Can.$3.2-billion sale
of the Southam newspaper group to CanWest Global
Communications Corp. in 2000 — had been disclosed at the
time, but the record was unclear about how the fees were nego-
tiated in the first place.

One key aspect of the lawsuit was a media campaign run by
Tweedy, Browne analyst Laura Jereski, an aggressive former Wall
Street Journal reporter. (She had written a 1993 article that led to
the largest libel judgment in U.S. history — $222.7 million.The
award was later overturned.) Tweedy, Browne’s complaint was
intended to “recover the reasonable attorney’s fees of counsel
who assisted a stockholder’s investigation of possible wrong-
doing at Hollinger International and prepared formal demands
to its Board of Directors.”

According to Tweedy, Browne, abundant media coverage —
expertly organized by Jereski — demonstrated that its
investigation was of benefit to Hollinger International.The media
coverage thus offered evidence that Tweedy, Browne deserved to
receive reimbursement of the costs of its own investigation.

The propriety of non-compete fees would be one of the
important issues to be evaluated in the lawsuits and securities
investigations facing Lord Black.

But another vital issue surfaced on March 31, 2003, when
Hollinger International made its annual 10-K filing for 2002. In
the 10-K, or annual report, Hollinger International gave a mixed
message about Black and his closest Canadian associates. On the
one hand, the report noted “our success is largely dependent on
the abilities and experience of Lord Black, our Chief Executive
Officer, F. David Radler, our Chief Operating Officer, and
Daniel W. Colson,The Telegraph’s Chief Executive Officer, and
our senior management team.The loss of the services of Lord
Black, F. David Radler and Daniel W. Colson or one or more of
these senior executives could adversely affect our ability to
effectively manage our overall operations or successfully execute
current or future business strategies.” But, on the other hand, the
10-K explained to Hollinger International shareholders that
“Lord Black is our controlling shareholder and there may be a
conflict between his interests and your interests. . . . Entities
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affiliated with Lord Black and other officers and directors of the
Company engage in significant transactions with the Company,
which transactions may not necessarily be consummated on an
arm’s length basis. . . . Certain subsidiaries of the Company also
have separate service agreements directly with certain Ravelston
executives, as well as Black-Amiel Management Inc. and Moffat
Management Inc., both affiliates of Ravelston.All of the Service
Agreements were negotiated in the context of a parent-sub-
sidiary relationship and, therefore, were not the result of arm’s
length negotiations between independent parties.The terms of
the Service Agreements may therefore not be as favorable to the
company and its subsidiaries as the terms that might be reached
through negotiations with non-affiliated third parties.” In other
words, Hollinger International acknowledged the prestige and
authority of its controlling shareholder, Lord Black, while
simultaneously warning in its annual report, duly filed with the
sec, that “Black and several close associates could be in serious conflicts
of interest, using their controlling shareholder position to derive undue
benefits from the company.” Hollinger International’s 10-K filing in
2002 — its annual report — makes gripping reading. It presents
in broad brushstrokes the complex relationship that Black and
his main Canadian partners had with the U.S.-based company.

Fortune magazine reported that at the annual shareholders
meeting of Hollinger International at the Metropolitan Club in
New York, on May 22, 2003,“Black and his wife, Barbara Amiel
— a right-wing columnist whose looks have been compared to
Gina Lollobrigida’s and whose opinions would curl Rush
Limbaugh’s toes — waved to friends.They exchanged air kisses
with Donald Trump and his girlfriend, model Melania Knauss.
Black scanned the room and his lip curled. He knew what was
coming — shareholders rising, one after another, to chastise
him. Finally he erupted.Yes, he admitted, there was room for
improvement in Hollinger’s stock price. But Black was
squeezing more and more cash out of his newspapers.Why, he
asked, hadn’t anybody commended him for that. ‘You have a
right to say whatever it is that is on your mind, all of you,’ he
informed his investors. ‘You don’t know what you are talking
about, but you are still welcome as shareholders.”9
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Under increasing pressure, on June 17, 2003, Black created a
special committee to conduct an independent review and inves-
tigation of allegations raised by Tweedy, Browne. The com-
mittee, advised by former sec chairman Richard Breeden, began
sifting through several years’ worth of Hollinger International
corporate documents, in search of irregularities.

A week before the committee was formally set up,Tweedy,
Browne sent another letter to Hollinger International’s board of
directors, revealing that some Hollinger International assets had
been sold in 2000 to Bradford Publishing, a company owned
and controlled by some Hollinger board members and senior
management.Tweedy, Browne thought this was self-dealing and
demanded more information. Tweedy, Browne had uncovered
something important. As a result of its prodding, Hollinger
International later accused Black and Radler of self-dealing,
alleging for example that Black and Radler set up Horizon
Publications Inc. in 1998 in order to acquire newspaper assets
from Hollinger International. Each held 24 per cent of Hori-
zon’s shares and had beneficial control (through people they had
rewarded with shares and allegedly still influenced) of at least 73
per cent of the company’s shares.This beneficial control was not
made clear to the sec, Hollinger International alleged, nor were
board and audit committee members properly informed about
the nature of Horizon’s transactions.

In 2000, Bradford Publishing Co. was set up “as an additional
vehicle for them [Black and Radler] to own other community
newspapers they purchased from the Company [Hollinger
International] at a price substantially below market value.”

In early November 2003, despite the looming crisis at Hollinger
International, Black departed on a two-week tour to promote
his 600,000-word magnum opus on fdr. Covering the launch
party for the book at a New York restaurant, Washington Post
columnist Tina Brown said, “Even with hosts as luminous as
philanthropist Jayne Wrightsman and fashion designer Oscar de
la Renta, acceptances shrank to a small band of loyalists like
Henry Kissinger and Ronald Perelman. Unfortunately for
Black, a packed, convivial book party for former treasury secre-
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tary Robert Rubin was coincidentally raging in the next room.
‘I am just doing a fly-by,’ one society hostess said as she scurried
through to the Rubin fiesta beyond.”10

Once again, the sunny Black was dogged by the darker, self-
defeating Black. It was one step forward and one step back. He
had wanted to wear the proud mantle of greatness. But he was
headed for humiliation. As the Hollinger scandal continued to
unfold, Black was front-page news in New York, London and
Toronto. And when he was forced to step down as ceo of
Hollinger International, media criticism and coverage intensi-
fied. “Lord Black’s appetite for empire-building outstripped his
ability to pay,” said the Wall Street Journal. “Improper payments
led to mogul’s demise,” was the Globe and Mail headline.And the
influential Lex column in London’s Financial Times said,“The lid
has been lifted on Hollinger’s dark secrets. In a victory for share-
holder activism, Lord Black has been forced to step down as
chief executive. . . . He may be forced to dismantle his entire
empire.”11

Journalists, particularly in Canada, began writing in-depth
articles and columns about the scandal after years of avoiding
serious investigation of the litigious Black’s financial empire and
personal life. “The gloating of the press is misplaced,” wrote
Globe and Mail financial columnist Eric Reguly.“This is not our
finest hour. Everything Tweedy, Browne came up with is in the
public domain. They are not sleuths. The press simply haven’t
done their job.”

But Black wasn’t intimidated.At a book signing in a Toronto
bookstore, he told a gathering of journalists: “All you fellows
that are writing today that I’m finished may not have it right.
I’m still chairman of the parent company. I’m still the control-
ling shareholder. I’m co-director of the strategic process and I’m
chairman of the Telegraph. And I made fifty million bucks yes-
terday.That’s a flameout I could get used to.”12

Black was confident he could count on support from board
members, whom he had handpicked and handsomely paid, to
see him through the current crisis. But during the week of his
book launch, Hollinger International’s special committee
reported the company had paid more than $32 million to Black,
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David Radler, two other company officers and their Toronto-
based parent company, Hollinger Inc. The committee said the
payments had been neither explicitly authorized by the board of
directors nor accurately reported to the sec and that $7.2 mil-
lion had gone to Black directly.

The investigation continued, and during a stormy board
meeting, Black was confronted about the payments. He agreed,
under pressure, to resign as chief executive officer effective
November 21, although continuing as non-executive chairman
and controlling shareholder. Radler resigned as well, effective
immediately. Black (with the board’s backing) decided to retain
the New York investment bank Lazard llc to review and eval-
uate Hollinger’s strategic alternatives, including the sale of all or
some of the company’s assets. According to an insider at the
meeting, Black aggressively defended his actions. But on
November 19, he resigned as ceo two days earlier than planned.
That meant he would not have to sign off on the company’s
latest quarterly financial statements. Hollinger announced that
Black, Radler and the others would be returning unauthorized
payments to the company by mid-2004. The sec then issued
subpoenas and requested more information from Black,
Hollinger International, its auditors (kpmg) and others.

On November 21, 2003, Black was asked to resign as ceo of
Toronto-based parent company Hollinger Inc., and when he
refused, four independent directors — the entire audit com-
mittee of Hollinger Inc. — resigned. By early December 2003,
Forbes magazine had named Black to its “rogues’ gallery” and
included the disclosure of unauthorized payments at Hollinger
International among the year’s worst financial scandals.

Drawing on his verbal skills, legal knowledge, powerful
memory and intimidating presence, Conrad Black had
achieved, over the years, an impressive string of results in the
courts.With the help of keen intuition and expensive lawyers,
he was adept at gaining advantage through litigation. He could
also recognize when it was time to walk away or to settle when
facing the possibility of serious legal difficulties. But all that
began to change in December 2003, when the sec issued a sub-
poena to him to testify about alleged inaccurate financial
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reporting at U.S.-based subsidiary Hollinger International and a
number of questionable non-compete payments to himself,
close associates and his private investment company, Ravelston.
Black invoked the Fifth Amendment — the constitutional right
not to testify for fear of incriminating himself. Many critics
questioned how a responsible and reputable ceo of a large pub-
licly traded corporation could refuse to cooperate with the sec.
“In the U.S. at least, invoking the Fifth Amendment right to
refuse testimony generally leads to the termination or forced
resignation of public company executives,” wrote Forbes colum-
nist Dan Ackman.

Black was vilified on the world’s financial pages as critics
questioned the elaborate corporate structure through which
Ravelston Corporation, a holding company formed in 1969,
controlled 78 per cent of Hollinger Inc., which in turn held 30
per cent of Hollinger International’s common shares and all of
its voting shares . . . leaving Black with 72 per cent of the voting
rights. Some suggested he had “squandered” the multi-billion-
dollar windfall he had made selling the Southam Group of
newspapers to CanWest Global. Others wondered why Black
and his closest associates had received tens of millions of dollars’
worth of tax-free non-compete fees as part of the sale. Black
insisted the payments had been authorized by the board and
fully disclosed in securities filings.

But Tweedy, Browne complained to the sec that Black and
his associates had “usurped” Hollinger International’s right to
the non-compete fees, since the company, and not its officers,
was the party selling the newspapers.There was also sharp crit-
icism of $202.7 million in management fees paid from 1995 to
2002 to Black and his associates, while Hollinger International
had posted cumulative losses since 1999 of $171 million.
Minority shareholders were angry that the flow of management
fees out of the company reduced earnings and kept the stock
price down.

When Hollinger International made its amended 8-K filing
(an ad hoc report required by the sec when some event at a
publicly traded company needs to be explained to shareholders)
in May 2004, it alleged that “the scale of income diverted by the
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Black Group into their own pockets during the period 1997-
2003 was largely if not wholly without precedent as a propor-
tion of the operating income of a widely-held public corpora-
tion. From 1997-2003 (estimated for 2003), Hollinger reported
net income (the money left in the Company and available to
other equity shareholders) of $155.4 million, after paying Black
[his wife, Barbara Amiel, several associates and their respective
investment companies] fees or compensation of one type or
another aggregating approximately $390.7 million. Thus . . .
Black and Radler used their control powers to cause the
Company to pay themselves and their top associates almost 72
per cent of the Company’s total net income. . . . By contrast,
during the same period the top five officers of the New York
Times Company and the Washington Post Company, both of
which also have two-tier voting structures, received approxi-
mately 4.4 per cent of total net income in the case of the Times,
and 1.8 per cent in the case of the Post.” While Hollinger
International alleged that these payments were part of a pattern
of criminal activity, any allegations would have to be proven in
a court of law.

On January 18, 2004, Hollinger International fired Black as
chairman, suing him, along with Radler, Ravelston and
Hollinger Inc. for more than $200 million. Black’s loss of con-
trol over his press empire in February 2004 was swift and brutal.
In mid-February, Black launched an $850-million suit against
several Hollinger International board members and advisers,
alleging they had made false and malicious representations
about him, making him a social leper and a loathsome laughing-
stock.Two weeks later, a Delaware judge blocked his attempts to
sell Hollinger International to Sir David and Sir Frederick
Barclay, twin Scottish business tycoons who owned several
newspapers. Instead, Hollinger International ignored Black’s
objections in the summer of 2004, selling off the Daily Telegraph
to the Barclay brothers for £665 million, or $1.21 billion. By
August 2004, the special committee report accused Black and
Radler of running a “corporate kleptocracy,” alleging they had
colluded to steal $400 million from the company, to “satisfy
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their ravenous appetite for cash.” Advised by Richard Breeden,
the committee continued its investigation, at a cost to Hollinger
International of $57 million between 2004 and 2006. On
November 15, the sec filed civil charges against Black, Radler
and Hollinger Inc. On August 18, 2005, federal prosecutor
Patrick Fitzgerald filed criminal fraud charges against Radler,
the private holding company Ravelston Corp. and Hollinger
lawyer Mark Kipnis.

As long as Radler remained silent, Black could be confident
of muddling his way through. After all, Black had taken the
Fifth Amendment. But when Radler began testifying before
Hollinger International’s special committee and the sec, he
kept changing his story, tripping over his many nervous and
contradictory accounts. He got himself cornered. Radler
accepted in August 2005 to turn state’s evidence, pleading
guilty to one charge of fraud that would see him get twenty-
nine months in prison.

On November 17, 2005, federal prosecutors in Chicago
announced that Black, former Hollinger executive Jack
Boultbee and former Hollinger lawyers Kipnis and Peter
Atkinson faced a raft of additional criminal charges.
Prosecutors alleged that the four had planned and executed a
number of fraudulent schemes, looting Hollinger
International by diverting $51.8 million in tax-free non-com-
pete payments from Hollinger International’s sale of Canadian
newspapers to CanWest Global, in 2000, as well as $32 million
in other transactions. In addition, prosecutors alleged Black
had breached his fiduciary duty by charging lavish entertain-
ment such as his wife’s birthday party and a Tahitian holiday
to the company. According to fbi agent Robert Grant, “the
frauds were blatant and pervasive. They extended from the
backrooms to the boardroom, and from Park Avenue to the
South Pacific.” Black also faced nine mail and wire fraud
charges, obstruction of justice charges and a possible order, if
convicted, to restitute $92 million.

The irony is that Black would have been worth far more
today if various rich payments, fees and special dividends hadn’t
been squeezed out of his companies since the 1980s.
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Andrew Knight, the former editor-in-chief of the Economist
who helped Black take over control of the Telegraph in 1985
(Knight was ceo of the paper until 1989), said,“In my last year
at the helm, I’m told we made as much profit as the Telegraph
made in total over its previous hundred years. I was introduced
that winter to a room of U.S. investment bankers as ‘the man
who made Conrad Black a billionaire.’ ”13

The Chicago Sun-Times, sitting on a substantial parcel of
prime downtown real estate, was also a valuable franchise. Black
and Donald Trump had been planning to build the world’s
tallest skyscraper on the site.That project was put on hold fol-
lowing the destruction of the World Trade Center towers in the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. In June 2004, Trump
bought Hollinger International’s share in the site for $73 mil-
lion, scaling the project down from an initial 150 stories to 92.
The following month, the Sun-Times was valued at more than
$1 billion, although a bidding war was expected to push the
value even higher.

And the hotly contested management fees at Hollinger
International had never been tied to Black’s performance,
reducing his motivation to get the stock price moving upward.
Globe and Mail columnist Eric Reguly said if Hollinger Inter-
national shares had followed the Dow average since they were
first issued in 1994, Black’s 27.9 million class A shares would be
worth $865 million instead of slightly under $350 million.
“The difference is $515 million, or 21⁄2 times more than the
amount . . . collected through the management contract over
seven years.”14

By December 2006, Black was rumoured to be down to his
last $8 million in ready cash. His legal fees from 2004 to Decem-
ber 2006 were said to have passed the $30-million mark.15 Two
of his former companies, Hollinger International and Hollinger
Inc., were fronting 75 per cent of his legal fees fighting off the
criminal suit in Chicago and 50 per cent of his legal fees in var-
ious civil suits. But if found guilty, and once the appeal process
was exhausted, Black would have to reimburse this money.The
rest of his fortune was said to be mortgaged or otherwise com-
mitted, although some assets may have been tucked away
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abroad.Was he now technically broke?

Black came through the library of his Toronto mansion to greet
me. He looked crumpled, older than I remembered him, with
deep circles under his eyes. His clothes were informal, crinkled
and did not match. He showed me around absent-mindedly,
bringing me through the library, whose walls were covered
with hardcover and multi-volume biographies, organized by
theme — Lawrence of Arabia, Henry Kissinger, Winston
Churchill, Margaret Thatcher, Richard Nixon and so on.To my
surprise, I saw no books in French on the shelves. It seemed
like an Anglo businessman’s collection of “great books” more
than the library of a historian who had written acclaimed, con-
troversial biographies of Quebec premier Maurice Duplessis
and Franklin Roosevelt.

Black brought me through to his study and showed me stun-
ning custom-built models of passenger liners. He was surprised
I could identify so many of them and tell their stories. “Is this
the Rex?” I asked.“No, not wrecks, real ships.”“No, I mean the
Italian liner from the 1930s.Yes, it is the Rex. And this must be
the Conte di Savoia.And that ship with the four funnels — that’s
the M-M-M-M. . .” I sometimes stutter when under pressure.

“Yes, that’s it, George — the Mauretania!”
Werner offered to take our picture in front of a model of the

Titanic, but I said that would be bad luck.
On Black’s desk sat a computer and a pile of papers and cor-

respondence. He said he didn’t mind if I looked around while
he typed an e-mail — he is a two-finger typist. In the centre of
the room was a table of the same height as his desk with four-
foot models of the battleships Warspite and Iowa (BB61) and the
five- or six-foot Normandie coming out at a T-angle from that.
Along with the models of the Rex and the Conte di Savoia on
one wall was the Empress of Britain. On the other side of the
study were models of the France, the Ile de France and the United
States.These were the most beautiful models of liners I had ever
seen. He said he had a basement full of models of all the capital
ships of the Second World War, which would have to mean bat-
tleships and aircraft carriers of Japan, Italy, Germany, Britain,
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France and the United States. Did he like going to sea? “Not
really,” he said,“I just like the ships.”

Then we came back to the sofas in his library, under the
dome, and began our discussion. First, the overall situation. My
original biography of him had come out in 2004, but my pub-
lisher had quickly gone bankrupt.The time was now ripe for
a completely revamped edition — with new publishers.As we
spoke, I felt he was desperate for attention and positive feed-
back, hoping a new edition of my book would come out
before the Chicago trial and somehow help his defence. He
offered me his “full co-operation” — exclusive interviews on
the short-term — if I agreed to devote an entire chapter of my
new book to rebutting Tom Bower’s recent biography, Conrad
and Lady Black.“It would have to be a complete debunking of
Bower. Almost every word in his book is false.”16 This was an
obvious attempt on Black’s part to co-opt me — to make me
his instrument — since he was already lining up an $11-mil-
lion libel suit against Bower. I said my role was not to defend
or to blame him, but to write an objective account. I asked
him personal questions, not in the interview style but more as
a biographer, to find out how he was dealing with things on a
human level.

Once I started work on my biography in 2002, I had to work
hard to maintain a cool and formal relationship. In all our meet-
ings since then, I was deliberately low-key. My questions were
always circular. I occasionally played on his vanity, moved in a
little closer, tested his defences, reminded him I was not his
mouthpiece, occasionally threw in a new line of questioning,
pried loose a spontaneous answer, then reiterated my independ-
ence, backed off and waited for a new opening. And now that
he was facing criminal charges, I wanted to make clear that in
everything I said in media coverage of the trial, I would main-
tain the principle that he was innocent until proven guilty. My
role was not to judge him but rather to write a fair book with
integrity.

“It must have been very difficult for you to go through this
period,” I said.

“It has been just dreadful,” he replied. “I have learned how
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tough people are in the United States, how corrupt the justice
system is, how vile and mean-spirited the media are.”

“You have been judged guilty until proven innocent.”
“It has been worse than that. I have been under extreme

pressure, harassed practically on a daily basis by the Ontario
Securities Commission and the Canada Revenue Agency, but I
have finally dealt with them.The seizure of proceeds of the sale
of my New York apartment was grotesque.”

“It seems to have been a set-up — the way the fbi turned up
just as the buyer was handing over that cheque for $9.5 million.
The fbi are still holding on to the money.”

“The money was basically stolen from me.”
“How has your wife, Barbara, been through it all?”
“She and I both had medical exams last week and we are in

great shape. If you saw her, you would see she hasn’t aged or
changed a bit. She doesn’t want to come out in public. In fact,
she knows you are here, George, but she prefers to stay upstairs,
without coming down, until you have gone. It has been just ter-
rible for her.”

“How have your children taken it all?”
“I was talking to Brian Mulroney just last week about this,

and he said, ‘Conrad, our children don’t relate to us based on
what they see in the newspaper.’ That’s true. My children are
very supportive.”

Vintage Black. I had only just arrived, and even when I was
asking about his children, he was already dropping names —
showing that he was still on friendly terms with the former
prime minister.

“You and Barbara have been identified as celebrities, so the
standards of celebrity journalism apply to you.Anything you do,
like stepping outside and crossing the street, is immediately a
pseudo-event, and swarms of journalists descend on you.”

“It is just incredible.”
“But you are paying for your celebrity status. A lot of the

media are only too happy to bring you down. Journalists tend
to be frustrated anyway, and seeing how much money you
made, and all the allegations that have been made, they are only
too happy to take a swing at you.”
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“The situation has changed a lot, especially in Canada, in the
last few months. The tone of coverage has changed. Canadian
journalists are beginning to realize that I have not surrendered,
not been cowed, not been destroyed. I have survived, I am still
fighting, and the media respect that.”

“One of your main characteristics is loyalty.You are loyal to
your friends.You are loyal to your family. I mean, you still live
in your parents’ house.”

“I have made a lot of changes to the house since their time.”
“You must feel badly about David Radler. He is testifying

against you — after all the many years when you were close
partners, building up Hollinger.”

“I didn’t know him that well. I didn’t see him socially.”
“Now Radler has cut a deal with the Justice Department to

do a bit of jail time, pay a fine, in exchange for incriminating
you.What if he was the operator and you were the ideas man,
all along — what if he knew he was doing things that were
illegal?”

“He never told me he was committing any felony.Whenever
I asked him about the legality of Hollinger transactions, he
always assured me everything was perfectly legal. The case
against me essentially depends on what he is saying. His cross-
examination will last three weeks. He is a nervous, twitchy
person.There is no case against me.”

“The amounts of money paid to you were huge. If they were
approved by your board members, why aren’t they being held
responsible, at least in part?”

“The justice system in the United States is fundamentally
corrupt.The media have been working hand in hand with the
sec and the Justice Department.There is no case against me, and
this will become clear when the trial begins in March 2007.
Every payment I received was properly approved.”

“You must feel badly about the people who did well by you
but have now let you drop.”

“Like whom?”
“Like Rupert Murdoch. Like Henry Kissinger — he has

sued you, after all.”
“In England, I am very surprised how many people have
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broken off contact with me. As for Murdoch, I came out pub-
licly supporting him when he was having problems and nearly
went bankrupt.There was no need for him to use his papers to
attack me like he has done, in The Times and the New York Post.
Henry Kissinger is a different story. Have you been in touch
with him since your book came out? No? Henry had no
choice. He was basically cowed into suing me. He is only acting
the way Richard Nixon told me he acted: ‘Kissinger took
enough distance from someone under fire that he could not be
confused with the target by the assailants, nor with the assailants
by the target, and awaited the outcome before determining
whose side he was on.’”

“But you are far more loyal to other people than they have
been to you.”

“You are talking about betrayals. Sure. A lot of other people
in Canada have remained loyal. But I did a lot for some people,
I helped them make a lot of money.And they turned on me.”

“Do you have any close friends?”
“I have a few close friends. None of us have a lot of close

friends. My friends have remained loyal to me.”
“Have you been sad through this period?”
“Of course I have been sad. It has been very, very difficult.

Running a company as ceo and buying and selling assets is
nothing compared to surviving through a period like this. I am
actually proud of what I have managed to do. I have reorgan-
ized and stabilized my finances.”

While he spoke, I wondered whether he had discreetly sold
off assets, making sure people did not know he was the seller.

“I almost feel I am a magician,” Black continued, “consid-
ering everything I have done. It is better not to talk of magic,
but I am very proud of what I have done.”

Then I asked the real question I had come for.
“What are you going to do, Conrad, if you don’t win this

case?”
“I can’t . . .” His voice broke, and it took him a moment to

regain his composure. “I can’t conceive of losing. I can’t think
about that.We will win the case.”

“But if you win, the prosecution will surely appeal.And if they
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win, I am sure you will appeal.This won’t be over anytime soon.”
Only once did he make me laugh — when he showed me

the finished manuscript of his biography of Richard Nixon.
Writing the book must have been therapeutic, I said. He
explained it had helped him channel energy into something
positive — it had been a good discipline. He asked me to out-
line what I was planning to do with my book.

By now, I was planning on bringing out a completely new
edition. I asked if he would give me interviews. He replied that
he would, in the short-term, if I gave him a reasonable guar-
antee that my updated book would come out before the start of
his trial. But the trial was starting in a little more than three
months.That meant I would have to complete a new edition in
a few weeks! I was leaving in a week for southern Argentina to
do a documentary on Patagonia for the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation and would not be back until mid-January. There
was no way I could produce a completely updated manuscript
by January 31.

“But you could write a hundred pages in a week, George,”
he said, almost pleading with me. He wanted me to take up his
cause, and bring out a book that he could somehow use to bol-
ster his criminal defence in Chicago, just three months away.

I said I would get back to him.
Applying pressure, he added that if I wanted to bring out my

book later, he would be too busy to give me interviews in
January or February –– he would be totally absorbed by the
upcoming trial. However, if I waited till after the trial, he would
give me his full co-operation.

‘That only works if you are acquitted,’ I couldn’t help
thinking. ‘When the judge hands down the verdict, she could
ask the marshal to take you into custody right then and
there. . . .’

As a result of his plea bargain, Radler would be a star witness
for the prosecution at the criminal fraud trial of USA v. Conrad
Black et al. in Chicago, providing detailed, damning testimony
against his former partner. In acknowledgement of his guilt,
Radler and his private investment companies agreed to reim-
burse a total of $71 million, part to Hollinger International, now
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renamed the Chicago Sun-Times Group, and part to settle a
civil suit filed by the sec.17 A serious corporate fraud had been
committed. But was Black involved in this fraud and, if so, to
what extent? That was the question.

If the jury believed Radler’s testimony and found Black
guilty in Chicago, he could face a long jail term in a medium-
security federal penitentiary in the United States, alongside
convicted killers, terrorists and drug traffickers. But if Black was
acquitted, Radler might get a more severe sentence, and Black’s
acquittal would greatly strengthen the hand of his lawyers, who
had slapped his adversaries with more than $1 billion worth of
lawsuits.

It was all or nothing. His life had become a crapshoot.








