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LOUVECIENNES, France — When the
Chateau Louis XIV sold for over $300 mil-
lion two years ago, Fortune magazine
called it “the world’s most expensive
home,” and Town & Country swooned over
its gold-leafed fountain, marble statues and
hedged labyrinth set in a 57-acre land-
scaped park. But for all the lavish details,
one fact was missing: the identity of the
buyer.

Now, it turns out that the paper trail leads

to Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman,
heir to the Saudi throne and the driving
force behind a series of bold policies trans-
forming Saudi Arabia and shaking up the
Middle East.

The 2015 purchase appears to be one of
several extravagant acquisitions — includ-
ing a $500 million yacht and a $450 million
Leonardo da Vinci painting — by a prince
who is leading a sweeping crackdown on
corruption and self-enrichment by the
Saudi elite and preaching fiscal austerity at
home.

“He has tried to build an image of himself,

with a fair amount of success, that he is dif-
ferent, that he’s a reformer, at least a social
reformer, and that he’s not corrupt,” said
Bruce O. Riedel, a former C.I.A. analyst and
author. “And this is a severe blow to that im-
age.”

The story of Chateau Louis XIV, as pieced
together through interviews and docu-
ments by The New York Times, unfolds like
a financial whodunit, featuring a lawyer in
the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg and a
fixer for the very rich from the Mediterra-

A paper trail suggests Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman was the anonymous party who bought the Chateau Louis XIV,
near Versailles, for over $300 million in 2015. Amenities include a 57-acre park, a gold-leafed front door and a luxurious pool.
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One More Jewel for a Saudi Reformer
Pushing Austerity at Home, and Spending Millions Abroad

By NICHOLAS KULISH
and MICHAEL FORSYTHE
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For decades, the tax code has
been filled with rewards for home-
ownership. Tax breaks encourage
people to get into first homes and
to trade up as they get older, build-
ing a national mind-set that you’re
never quite middle class until
you’ve qualified for a mortgage.

It amounts to a vast social engi-
neering project that assumes soci-
ety is better off with owners in-
stead of renters. But the tax bill
making its way toward final pas-
sage is upending that premise.

The bill will increase many
homeowners’ monthly housing
costs by scaling back deductions
that allow them to reduce mort-
gage interest and property taxes.
And by roughly doubling the
standard deduction, it reduces the
incentive to buy homes by making
far fewer homeowners eligible for
preferential tax treatment.

Today, a little under half of
American homes are worth
enough to justify itemizing mort-
gage interest and property taxes.
Under the tax legislation, that fig-
ure would fall to close to 14 per-
cent, according to an analysis of
the plan by the online real estate
marketplace Zillow.

The Republican plan, in short, is
tinkering with subsidies so en-
trenched in the social fabric that
they have become entitlements in
all but name.

“It suggests a limit in the fed-
eral government’s willingness to
subsidize ownership,” said Ed-

TAX BILL UPENDS
LONGTIME PERKS
OF OWNING HOME

DEDUCTIONS PARED BACK

Some Economists Fault
Rewards for Buying
Instead of Renting

By CONOR DOUGHERTY
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The high school basketball
squad from Eagle Grove, popula-
tion 3,700, had traveled 60 miles
up Highway 69 in Iowa to play the
team from Forest City, population
4,100. It would be the Eagles
against the Indians, a hardwood
competition in the center of the
country. For some people, this is
as American as it gets.

At one point during the online
streaming of the game last month,
two white announcers for a Forest
City radio station, KIOW, began
riffing on the Hispanic names of
some players from the mildly
more diverse community of Eagle
Grove. “They’re all foreigners,”
said Orin Harris, a longtime an-
nouncer; his partner, Holly Jane
Kusserow-Smidt, a board opera-
tor at the station who was also a
third-grade teacher, answered:
“Exactly.”

For some people, this is as
American as it gets.

Mr. Harris then uttered a term
occasionally used these days as a
racially charged taunt, or as a
braying assertion that the country
is being taken back from forces

that threaten it. That term is, sim-
ply, the surname of the sitting
American president.

“As Trump would say, go back
where they came from,” Mr. Har-
ris said.

“Well, some would say that,
yeah,” Ms. Kusserow-Smidt said.
“Some days I feel like that, too.”

Last year’s contentious presi-
dential election gave oxygen to
hate. An analysis of F.B.I. crime
data by the Center for the Study of
Hate & Extremism at California
State University, San Bernardino,
found a 26 percent increase in bias
incidents in the last quarter of
2016 — the heart of the election
season — compared with the
same period the previous year.
The trend has continued into 2017,
with the latest partial data for the
nation’s five most populous cities
showing a 12 percent increase.

In addition, anti-Muslim
episodes have nearly doubled
since 2014, according to Brian
Levin, the director of the center,
which he said has also counted
more “mega rallies” by white na-
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A Rallying Cry or a Racial Taunt
Invoking the President: ‘Trump!’

By DAN BARRY and JOHN ELIGON

families now being ruptured by
drugs.

That fear is driving an unusual
legal battle. Like authorities in
dozens of cities, counties and
states, including Ohio, New Jer-
sey and Oklahoma itself, Mr. Hem-
bree has sued big opioid distribu-
tors. Attorneys general from 41
states recently joined forces to in-
vestigate similar options. But in-
stead of going to state court, Mr.
Hembree filed his case in the

TAHLEQUAH, Okla. — Chero-
kee children were disappearing.

At weekly staff meetings, Todd
Hembree, the attorney general of
the Cherokee Nation, kept hearing
about babies in opioid withdrawal
and youngsters with addicted par-
ents, all being removed from fam-
ilies. The crush on the foster care
system was so great that the un-
thinkable had become inevitable:
70 percent of the Cherokee foster
children in Oklahoma had to be
placed in the homes of non-Indi-
ans.

“We have addicted mothers and
fathers who don’t give a damn
about what their children will
carry on,” said Mr. Hembree, a de-
scendant of a revered 19th-cen-
tury chief. “They can’t care for
themselves, much less anything
else. We are losing a generation of
our continuity.”

Across the country, tens of thou-
sands of people are dying from
abuse of prescription opioids.
Here in the capital of the Cherokee
Nation, the epidemic is exacting
an additional, deeply painful
price. The tribe’s carefully tended
heritage, traditions and memo-
ries, handed down through gener-
ations, are at risk, with so many

Cherokee Nation’s tribal court.
The Cherokee suit argues that

the pharmacy chains Walmart,
Walgreens and CVS Health, as
well as the giant drug distributors
McKesson, Cardinal Health and
AmerisourceBergen, flouted fed-
eral drug-monitoring laws and al-
lowed prescription opioids to pour
into the Cherokee territory at
some of the highest rates in the
country. Such neglect, Mr. Hem-

Continued on Page 26

Ravaged by Opioids, Tribe Fights Big Pharmacies
By JAN HOFFMAN

Cassie Walker of Locust Grove, Okla., with a foster child who
was born addicted to opioids. In an unusual case, the Cherokee
Nation is suing in tribal court over an opioid crisis on its territory.
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WASHINGTON — In the $600
billion annual Defense Depart-
ment budgets, the $22 million
spent on the Advanced Aerospace
Threat Identification Program
was almost impossible to find.

Which was how the Pentagon
wanted it.

For years, the program investi-
gated reports of unidentified fly-
ing objects, according to Defense
Department officials, interviews
with program participants and
records obtained by The New
York Times. It was run by a mili-
tary intelligence official, Luis Eli-
zondo, on the fifth floor of the Pen-
tagon’s C Ring, deep within the
building’s maze.

The Defense Department has
never before acknowledged the
existence of the program, which it
says it shut down in 2012. But its
backers say that, while the Penta-
gon ended funding for the effort at
that time, the program remains in 

Real U.F.O.s?
Pentagon Unit
Tried to Know
This article is by Helene Cooper,

Ralph Blumenthal and Leslie Kean.
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WASHINGTON — The Repub-
lican tax bill does not pass the
postcard test.

It leaves nearly every large
tax break in place. It creates as
many new preferences for spe-
cial interests as it gets rid of. It
will keep corporate accountants
busy for years to come. And no
taxpayer will ever see the post-
card-size tax return that Presi-
dent Trump laid a kiss on in
November as Republican leaders
launched their tax overhaul
effort.

This was not the grand simpli-
fication of the code that Republi-
cans promised when they set out
to eliminate tax breaks and cut
the number of tax brackets as
they lowered rates.

As their bill tore through Con-
gress, their ambitions fell to the
powerful forces of lobbying and
the status quo. Killed tax breaks
returned to life. New ones sprang
up beside them. A plan for three
individual tax brackets became
five, and finally eight.

Trade groups, such as the one
for real estate agents, were able
to preserve many benefits tar-
geted for elimination. The groups
whose breaks were actually
killed formed an eclectic, if less
powerful, bunch: bicycle com-
muters, gamblers, workers
whose companies give them free
food.

What emerged on Friday, in
the final product agreed to by
Republican members of a House-
Senate conference committee,
was a bill that layers new tax
complexities upon businesses
large and small, and which deliv-
ers a larger share of benefits to
corporations and the rich than to
the middle class.

It sets all tax relief for individ-
uals to expire in eight years,
while making deep and perma-
nent cuts to the corporate tax
rate. It limits one key benefit for
taxpayers in high-tax states, 
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existence. For the past five years,
they say, officials with the pro-
gram have continued to investi-
gate episodes brought to them by
service members, while also car-
rying out their other Defense De-
partment duties.

The shadowy program — parts
of it remain classified — began in
2007, and initially it was largely
funded at the request of Harry
Reid, the Nevada Democrat who
was the Senate majority leader at
the time and who has long had an
interest in space phenomena.
Most of the money went to an
aerospace research company run
by a billionaire entrepreneur and
longtime friend of Mr. Reid’s,
Robert Bigelow, who is currently
working with NASA to produce
expandable craft for humans to
use in space.

On CBS’s “60 Minutes” in May,
Mr. Bigelow said he was “abso-
lutely convinced” that aliens exist
and that U.F.O.s have visited
Earth.

Working with Mr. Bigelow’s Las
Vegas-based company, the pro-
gram produced documents that
describe sightings of aircraft that
seemed to move at very high ve-
locities with no visible signs of
propulsion, or that hovered with
no apparent means of lift.

Officials with the program have
also studied videos of encounters
between unknown objects and
American military aircraft — in-
cluding one released in August of
a whitish oval object, about the
size of a commercial plane, chased
by two Navy F/A-18F fighter jets
from the aircraft carrier Nimitz off
the coast of San Diego in 2004.

Mr. Reid, who retired from Con-
gress this year, said he was proud
of the program. “I’m not embar-
rassed or ashamed or sorry I got
this thing going,” Mr. Reid said in a
recent interview in Nevada. “I
think it’s one of the good things I
did in my congressional service.
I’ve done something that no one
has done before.”

Two other former senators and
top members of a defense spend-
ing subcommittee — Ted Stevens,
an Alaska Republican, and Daniel
K. Inouye, a Hawaii Democrat —
also supported the program. Mr.
Stevens died in 2010, and Mr. Inou-
ye in 2012.

While not addressing the merits
of the program, Sara Seager, an
astrophysicist at M.I.T., cautioned
that not knowing the origin of an
object does not mean that it is
from another planet or galaxy.
“When people claim to observe
truly unusual phenomena, some-
times it’s worth investigating seri-
ously,” she said. But, she added,
“what people sometimes don’t get
about science is that we often
have phenomena that remain un-
explained.”

James E. Oberg, a former NASA
space shuttle engineer and the au-
thor of 10 books on spaceflight who
often debunks U.F.O. sightings,
was also doubtful. “There are
plenty of prosaic events and hu-
man perceptual traits that can ac-
count for these stories,” Mr. Oberg
said. “Lots of people are active in
the air and don’t want others to
know about it. They are happy to
lurk unrecognized in the noise, or
even to stir it up as camouflage.”

Still, Mr. Oberg said he wel-
comed research. “There could
well be a pearl there,” he said.

In response to questions from
The Times, Pentagon officials this
month acknowledged the exist-
ence of the program, which began
as part of the Defense Intelligence
Agency. Officials insisted that the
effort had ended after five years,
in 2012.

“It was determined that there
were other, higher priority issues
that merited funding, and it was in
the best interest of the DoD to
make a change,” a Pentagon

spokesman, Thomas Crosson,
said in an email, referring to the
Department of Defense.

But Mr. Elizondo said the only
thing that had ended was the ef-
fort’s government funding, which
dried up in 2012. From then on, Mr.
Elizondo said in an interview, he
worked with officials from the
Navy and the C.I.A. He continued
to work out of his Pentagon office
until this past October, when he re-
signed to protest what he charac-
terized as excessive secrecy and
internal opposition.

“Why aren’t we spending more
time and effort on this issue?” Mr.
Elizondo wrote in a resignation
letter to Defense Secretary Jim
Mattis.

Mr. Elizondo said that the effort
continued and that he had a suc-
cessor, whom he declined to name.

U.F.O.s have been repeatedly in-
vestigated over the decades in the
United States, including by the
American military. In 1947, the Air
Force began a series of studies
that investigated more than 12,000
claimed U.F.O. sightings before it
was officially ended in 1969. The
project, which included a study
code-named Project Blue Book,
started in 1952, concluded that
most sightings involved stars,
clouds, conventional aircraft or

spy planes, although 701 remained
unexplained.

Robert C. Seamans Jr., the sec-
retary of the Air Force at the time,
said in a memorandum announc-
ing the end of Project Blue Book
that it “no longer can be justified
either on the ground of national
security or in the interest of sci-
ence.”

Mr. Reid said his interest in
U.F.O.s came from Mr. Bigelow. In
2007, Mr. Reid said in the inter-
view, Mr. Bigelow told him that an
official with the Defense Intelli-
gence Agency had approached
him wanting to visit Mr. Bigelow’s
ranch in Utah, where he con-
ducted research.

Mr. Reid said he met with
agency officials shortly after his
meeting with Mr. Bigelow and
learned that they wanted to start a
research program on U.F.O.s. Mr.
Reid then summoned Mr. Stevens
and Mr. Inouye to a secure room in
the Capitol.

“I had talked to John Glenn a
number of years before,” Mr. Reid
said, referring to the astronaut
and former senator from Ohio,
who died in 2016. Mr. Glenn, Mr.
Reid said, had told him he thought
that the federal government
should be looking seriously into
U.F.O.s, and should be talking to

military service members, partic-
ularly pilots, who had reported
seeing aircraft they could not
identify or explain.

The sightings were not often re-
ported up the military’s chain of
command, Mr. Reid said, because
service members were afraid they
would be laughed at or stigma-
tized.

The meeting with Mr. Stevens
and Mr. Inouye, Mr. Reid said,
“was one of the easiest meetings I
ever had.”

He added, “Ted Stevens said,
‘I’ve been waiting to do this since I
was in the Air Force.’” (The
Alaska senator had been a pilot in
the Army’s air force, flying trans-
port missions over China during
World War II.)

During the meeting, Mr. Reid
said, Mr. Stevens recounted being
tailed by a strange aircraft with no
known origin, which he said had
followed his plane for miles.

None of the three senators
wanted a public debate on the
Senate floor about the funding for
the program, Mr. Reid said. “This
was so-called black money,” he
said. “Stevens knows about it, In-
ouye knows about it. But that was
it, and that’s how we wanted it.”
Mr. Reid was referring to the Pen-
tagon budget for classified pro-

grams.
Contracts obtained by The

Times show a congressional ap-
propriation of just under $22 mil-
lion beginning in late 2008
through 2011. The money was used
for management of the program,
research and assessments of the
threat posed by the objects.

The funding went to Mr. Bige-
low’s company, Bigelow Aero-
space, which hired subcontrac-
tors and solicited research for the
program.

Under Mr. Bigelow’s direction,
the company modified buildings
in Las Vegas for the storage of
metal alloys and other materials
that Mr. Elizondo and program
contractors said had been recov-
ered from unidentified aerial phe-
nomena. Researchers also studied
people who said they had experi-
enced physical effects from en-
counters with the objects and ex-
amined them for any physiolog-
ical changes. In addition, re-
searchers spoke to military
service members who had re-
ported sightings of strange air-
craft.

“We’re sort of in the position of
what would happen if you gave
Leonardo da Vinci a garage-door
opener,” said Harold E. Puthoff, an
engineer who has conducted re-

search on extrasensory percep-
tion for the C.I.A. and later worked
as a contractor for the program.
“First of all, he’d try to figure out
what is this plastic stuff. He
wouldn’t know anything about the
electromagnetic signals involved
or its function.”

The program collected video
and audio recordings of reported
U.F.O. incidents, including footage
from a Navy F/A-18 Super Hornet
showing an aircraft surrounded
by some kind of glowing aura trav-
eling at high speed and rotating as
it moves. The Navy pilots can be
heard trying to understand what
they are seeing. “There’s a whole
fleet of them,” one exclaims. De-
fense officials declined to release
the location and date of the inci-
dent.

“Internationally, we are the
most backward country in the
world on this issue,” Mr. Bigelow
said in an interview. “Our scien-
tists are scared of being ostra-
cized, and our media is scared of
the stigma. China and Russia are
much more open and work on this
with huge organizations within
their countries. Smaller countries
like Belgium, France, England
and South American countries
like Chile are more open, too. They
are proactive and willing to dis-
cuss this topic, rather than being
held back by a juvenile taboo.”

By 2009, Mr. Reid decided that
the program had made such ex-
traordinary discoveries that he ar-
gued for heightened security to
protect it. “Much progress has
been made with the identification
of several highly sensitive, uncon-
ventional aerospace-related find-
ings,” Mr. Reid said in a letter to
William Lynn III, a deputy de-
fense secretary at the time, re-
questing that it be designated a
“restricted special access pro-
gram” limited to a few listed offi-
cials.

A 2009 Pentagon briefing sum-
mary of the program prepared by
its director at the time asserted
that “what was considered sci-
ence fiction is now science fact,”
and that the United States was in-
capable of defending itself against
some of the technologies discov-
ered. Mr. Reid’s request for the
special designation was denied.

Mr. Elizondo, in his resignation
letter of Oct. 4, said there was a
need for more serious attention to
“the many accounts from the
Navy and other services of un-
usual aerial systems interfering
with military weapon platforms
and displaying beyond-next-gen-
eration capabilities.” He ex-
pressed his frustration with the
limitations placed on the program,
telling Mr. Mattis that “there re-
mains a vital need to ascertain ca-
pability and intent of these phe-
nomena for the benefit of the
armed forces and the nation.”

Mr. Elizondo has now joined Mr.
Puthoff and another former De-
fense Department official, Chris-
topher K. Mellon, who was a depu-
ty assistant secretary of defense
for intelligence, in a new commer-
cial venture called To the Stars
Academy of Arts and Science.
They are speaking publicly about
their efforts as their venture aims
to raise money for research into
U.F.O.s.

In the interview, Mr. Elizondo
said he and his government col-
leagues had determined that the
phenomena they had studied did
not seem to originate from any
country. “That fact is not some-
thing any government or institu-
tion should classify in order to
keep secret from the people,” he
said.

For his part, Mr. Reid said he did
not know where the objects had
come from. “If anyone says they
have the answers now, they’re
fooling themselves,” he said. “We
do not know.”

But, he said, “we have to start
someplace.”

Are U.F.O.s Real? Secret Pentagon Unit Tried to Find Out
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Luis Elizondo, top, led the Pentagon effort to investigate U.F.O.s
until resigning to protest what he called excessive secrecy and in-
ternal opposition to the program. A company owned by Robert
Bigelow, above, a friend of the former Senate majority leader
Harry Reid, received most of the money allocated for the pro-
gram. A still photo, right, taken from a video that was shot from a
Navy fighter plane. The video captured a podlike object that ro-
tated as it moved rapidly against a wind of 138 miles per hour.
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The following recounts an
incident in 2004 that advocates of
research into U.F.O.s have said is
the kind of event worthy of more
investigation, and that was stud-
ied by a Pentagon program that
investigated U.F.O.s. Experts
caution that earthly explanations
often exist for such incidents, and
that not knowing the explanation
does not mean that the event has
interstellar origins.

Cmdr. David Fravor and Lt.
Cmdr. Jim Slaight were on a
routine training mission 100
miles out into the Pacific when
the radio in each of their F/A-18F
Super Hornets crackled: An
operations officer aboard the
U.S.S. Princeton, a Navy cruiser,
wanted to know if they were
carrying weapons.

“Two CATM-9s,” Commander
Fravor replied, referring to
dummy missiles that could not
be fired. He had not been expect-
ing any hostile exchanges off the
coast of San Diego that Novem-
ber afternoon in 2004.

Commander Fravor, in a recent
interview with The New York
Times, recalled what happened

next. Some of it is captured in a
video made public by officials
with a Pentagon program that
investigated U.F.O.s.

“Well, we’ve got a real-world
vector for you,” the radio opera-
tor said, according to Command-
er Fravor. For two weeks, the
operator said, the Princeton had
been tracking mysterious air-
craft. The objects appeared sud-
denly at 80,000 feet, and then
hurtled toward the sea, eventu-
ally stopping at 20,000 feet and
hovering. Then they either
dropped out of radar range or
shot straight back up.

The radio operator instructed
Commander Fravor and Com-
mander Slaight, who has given a
similar account, to investigate.

The two fighter planes headed
toward the objects. The Prince-
ton alerted them as they closed
in, but when they arrived at
“merge plot” with the object —
naval aviation parlance for being
so close that the Princeton could
not tell which were the objects
and which were the fighter jets
— neither Commander Fravor
nor Commander Slaight could
see anything at first. There was
nothing on their radars, either.

Then, Commander Fravor
looked down to the sea. It was
calm that day, but the waves
were breaking over something
that was just below the surface.
Whatever it was, it was big
enough to cause the sea to churn.

Hovering 50 feet above the
churn was an aircraft of some
kind — whitish — that was
around 40 feet long and oval in
shape. The craft was jumping
around erratically, staying over
the wave disturbance but not

moving in any specific direction,
Commander Fravor said. The
disturbance looked like frothy
waves and foam, as if the water
were boiling.

Commander Fravor began a
circular descent to get a closer
look, but as he got nearer the
object began ascending toward
him. It was almost as if it were
coming to meet him halfway, he
said.

Commander Fravor aban-
doned his slow circular descent
and headed straight for the ob-
ject.

But then the object peeled
away. “It accelerated like nothing
I’ve ever seen,” he said in the
interview. He was, he said,
“pretty weirded out.”

The two fighter jets then con-
ferred with the operations officer
on the Princeton and were told to
head to a rendezvous point 60
miles away, called the cap point,
in aviation parlance.

They were en route and clos-
ing in when the Princeton ra-
dioed again. Radar had again
picked up the strange aircraft.

“Sir, you won’t believe it,” the
radio operator said, “but that

thing is at your cap point.”
“We were at least 40 miles

away, and in less than a minute
this thing was already at our cap
point,” Commander Fravor, who
has since retired from the Navy,
said in the interview.

By the time the two fighter jets
arrived at the rendezvous point,
the object had disappeared.

The fighter jets returned to the
Nimitz, where everyone on the
ship had learned of Commander
Fravor’s encounter and was
making fun of him.

Commander Fravor’s superi-
ors did not investigate further
and he went on with his career,
deploying to the Persian Gulf to
provide air support to ground
troops during the Iraq war. But
he does remember what he said
that evening to a fellow pilot who
asked him what he thought he
had seen.

“I have no idea what I saw,”
Commander Fravor replied to
the pilot. “It had no plumes,
wings or rotors and outran our
F-18s.”

But, he added, “I want to fly
one.” — HELENE COOPER, LESLIE
KEAN AND RALPH BLUMENTHAL

2 Airmen and an Object That ‘Accelerated Like Nothing I’ve Ever Seen’

David Fravor at home in Windham, N.H. As a Navy pilot, he in-
vestigated mysterious aircraft.

M. SCOTT BRAUER FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES


