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Some Details of Safra Death Called Into Question
By Wall Street Journal staff reporters Paul Beckett in New York, Christopher Cooper in Monaco and Thomas Ka
. Wall Street Journal, Eastern edition [New York, N.Y] 06 Dec 1999: A, 3:1.

Initial statements said Mr. [Edmond] Safra, 67 years old and one of the world's richest men, died in a fire set by two hooded men,
armed with a knife, who broke into an anteroom of his apartment. But Monaco's prosecutor-general, Daniel Serdet, noted over the
weekend that that version of events came from the only apparent witness to the intrusion, a 41-year-old male nurse.

Moreover, investigators still don't know how the apartment was entered. Though there are back entrances to the highly secure
building, which was home to the Monaco office of Mr. Safra's Republic National Bank and other banks, entry to Mr. Safra's apartment
most likely required passage through the main lobby. The lobby is staffed 24 hours a day by a concierge, people familiar with the
matter say, and there are no signs of forced entry into Mr. Safra's apartment, raising the possibility that the supposed assailants
may have received inside help. Early reports that the intruders entered through the roof appear not be taken seriously by
investigators.

The nurse, whom Mr. Serdet refused to identify but who has worked for Mr. Safra for five months, continues to be questioned by
investigators. Though he initially was checked into a hospital for treatment of minor leg injuries, he couldn't be reached for
comment. Investigators are expected to open a homicide investigation into Mr. Safra's death today.

Billionaire financier Edmond Safra will be buried in Geneva today. But the circumstances and motives surrounding his bizarre death
from suffocation in a fire Friday at his luxury Monaco apartment remain a mystery, and some of the early details are being called
into question.

Initial statements said Mr. Safra, 67 years old and one of the world's richest men, died in a fire set by two hooded men, armed with
a knife, who broke into an anteroom of his apartment. But Monaco's prosecutor-general, Daniel Serdet, noted over the weekend
that that version of events came from the only apparent witness to the intrusion, a 41-year-old male nurse.

An examination of videotapes taken from cameras outside the building showed no intruders, and while police continue to examine
tapes from interior cameras, "the only one who has seen the intruders is the male nurse," Mr. Serdet said.

Moreover, investigators still don't know how the apartment was entered. Though there are back entrances to the highly secure
building, which was home to the Monaco office of Mr. Safra's Republic National Bank and other banks, entry to Mr. Safra's apartment
most likely required passage through the main lobby. The lobby is staffed 24 hours a day by a concierge, people familiar with the
matter say, and there are no signs of forced entry into Mr. Safra's apartment, raising the possibility that the supposed assailants
may have received inside help. Early reports that the intruders entered through the roof appear not be taken seriously by
investigators.



"To get there, you needed to know the [apartment] well and you needed keys," Mr. Serdet said. "We haven't found any keys."

Asked if investigators had considered the possibility that the sole witness, the male nurse, concocted the story, Mr. Serdet said,
"That's one of the questions."

But adds Deputy Prosecutor Catherine Le Lay, "Nothing allows us to say [the male nurse is] a suspect. He's the only witness."

The nurse, whom Mr. Serdet refused to identify but who has worked for Mr. Safra for five months, continues to be questioned by
investigators. Though he initially was checked into a hospital for treatment of minor leg injuries, he couldn't be reached for
comment. Investigators are expected to open a homicide investigation into Mr. Safra's death today.

Mr. Safra's death came just as the financier, who has had Parkinson's disease for the past two years, was about to exit gracefully
from his banking empire. HSBC Holdings PLC, the London-based banking concern, is in the process of buying Republic New York
Corp. and Safra Republic Holdings, a European private bank also controlled by Mr. Safra, for $9.85 billion.

The deal was delayed by a September trading scandal involving a U.S. fund manager, Japanese investors and Republic New York
Corp.'s securities unit. Republic hasn't been accused of any wrongdoing. But, in a move that stunned Wall Street, Mr. Safra
effectively put up $450 million of his own $3 billion Republic stake to cover any potential liabilities. The acquisition received the
approval of Republic shareholders and New York state banking regulators last week. It was expected to receive clearance from the
Federal Reserve today and to close Dec. 31.

"The deal is expected to go ahead as planned despite Mr. Safra's death," said Republic spokeswoman Melissa Krantz. HSBC said it
saw no reason why Mr. Safra's death might complicate the transaction.

Mr. Safra was born in Beirut, Lebanon, in 1932. His family had been in the banking business for generations, at one time financing
camel caravans in the Ottoman Empire. Mr. Safra later told a visitor that he learned everything he knew about banking from visits
he made as a boy with his father to carpet merchants in Syria.

In 1966, when he was 34 years old, Mr. Safra founded Republic National Bank of New York, the chief banking unit of Republic New
York Corp., with $11 million in capital, and quickly made a name for it by giving away television sets to customers. Specializing in
currency and precious-metals trading as well as branch banking, Republic grew to be the 20th-largest bank in the U.S. Mr. Safra
also was involved with three other banks, one in Brazil and two in Europe.

He sold his Swiss bank, Trade Development Bank in Geneva, to American Express Co. in 1983, sparking one of the greatest
controversies in his life. Shortly after the sale, he severed his ties with American Express, but agreed not to compete with that
company for five years. When the time limit was up, he founded the bank that became Safra Republic Holdings, causing fierce
resentment among some American Express officials, who orchestrated a smear campaign against him. American Express later
apologized publicly for the effort and paid $8 million to charities that Mr. Safra chose.

Mr. Safra's business success made him one of the world's richest men. But he remained discreet and intensely private, qualities that
served him well in the secretive world of banking for the superrich, and intimately involved with the day-to-day running of Republic,
whose reputation was inextricably linked to his own.

Though he held no official executive authority at Republic -- he was "honorary chairman" -- Mr. Safra typically began his days at
home by telephoning about 10 bank executives, starting in Europe and then the U.S. Afternoons, he would hold round-table business
meetings and usually stay at the office well into the night.

Although he had five homes, including La Leopolda, a sumptuous palace in the south of France, people who knew him say he was
most comfortable living in apartments in his own bank buildings, as he did at Republic when it first opened in New York. He used to
check that the bank's doors were locked at night before going to bed.

Indeed, Mr. Safra's dedication to banking was so strong, people who knew him say, that he paid no heed to the traditional
boundaries between his work and the two other most important things in his life: his family and his religion.

Portraits of Mr. Safra's late father, Jacob, hang in Safra offices around the world. One associate says Mr. Safra would occasionally
leave business meetings to "consult" with the paintings. When faced with a business dispute with a fellow Sephardic Jew, Mr. Safra
would sometimes seek a resolution not in civil court but before a court convened by rabbis, this associate says. And, Mr. Safra put
much of his bank-generated wealth into philanthropy, funding refugee programs to bring Jews to the U.S. and the rebuilding of
synagogues in Lebanon, among other things. Indeed, though he left Lebanon decades ago, Mr. Safra maintained links with his native
country and moved comfortably in the Arab world, counting among his clients members of the Saudi royal family. He also held onto



the tiny Banque du Credit National in Beirut, the bank his father started in the 1920s.

"He regarded it as a good omen," says Marwan Iskandar, managing director of M.I. Associates SAL, a Beirut consultancy. "Despite
his success abroad, he always reminded people he was Lebanese."

Yet he spent most of his life quietly in Europe and the U.S., where he rarely took public credit for his charitable acts. He also shied
away from speaking in public in the U.S. because English wasn't his first language and "he never felt comfortable with how he
sounded," one person who knew him says. But that didn't prevent him from being an ardent socialite, counting among his friends
Nancy Reagan, Margaret Thatcher and the late Robert Kennedy.

"He was very eager to be accepted by New York society and was always very flattered when it happened," says Henry Kissinger, the
former U.S. secretary of state who knew Mr. Safra for about 20 years. "He took great pride in having people that had high
government positions in his house."

Still, Mr. Safra spent his life dogged by concerns for his own personal safety, some people who knew him say. He would some times
meet a friend for coffee in a Parisian cafe terrace without his security detail. But whenever he traveled in the U.S. he would send an
advance guard and was accompanied by two bodyguards, one person familiar with the matter says. His palace in the south of
France, 10 miles from Monaco, has two perimeter fences, a security-control station that is staffed 24 hours, and six patrolling
guards, most of whom are former members of the Israeli army. Mr. Safra's office at Republic's New York headquarters was
accessible only by a private elevator with a coded password, people who had visited him there say.

"He always explained to me that as a devoted Jew, and Orthodox, who was known to be rich, he could be a target for kidnapping
and Arab terrorists," Dr. Kissinger said. He added that he found Mr. Safra "courtly, courteous, cautious and very, very, very
security-conscious."

Another associate who worked with Mr. Safra for more than a decade said Mr. Safra had long spoken of unspecified threats by forces
he believed were conspiring against him. Indeed, the Safra family is no stranger to crime. In the early 1990s, a close relative of Mr.
Safra was kidnapped in Brazil and held captive in the jungle before a ransom was paid and the relative released, say two people
who know about the incident.

Republic has heightened security measures in the wake of Mr. Safra's death, people familiar with the matter say, which comes a few
weeks after a senior HSBC executive in Argentina was attacked by gunmen in his car and shot in the leg before escaping. There are
no indications that the assault was connected to the alleged attack on Mr. Safra. Monaco investigators say they aren't aware that
Mr. Safra had received any threats.

Ironically, Mr. Safra appeared to be less security-conscious in Monaco than in his other residences and felt safe enough to take walks
alone through the winding streets. Indeed, on the night of his death, Mr. Safra's chief bodyguard, Samuel Cohen, was at La
Leopolda.

Yet, it is clear that Mr. Safra died a frightened man. Holed up in an apartment bathroom, prevented from escaping to the outside by
bulletproof glass windows, Mr. Safra was asphyxiated when smoke from the smoldering fire reached the bathroom through a vent.
Shortly before he died, Mr. Safra spoke on a cellular phone with his wife, Lily, elsewhere in the apartment, who pleaded with him to
leave the bathroom. Mrs. Safra escaped unharmed, as did her granddaughter. Six more calls were made from the bathroom,
including to the apartment's anteroom and to the police.

As police, and later firemen, moved through the apartment, banging on walls and calling his name, Mr. Safra apparently feared they
were the intruders and refused to come out. He died along with his female nurse, whom police identified as 52-year-old Viviane
Torrente.

Since then, speculation has been rampant over who could have wanted Mr. Safra dead. Mr. Serdet, the Monaco prosecutor, said two
Arab men staying at a nearby hotel were initially detained but were later cleared. Republic's steep losses sustained in Russia's
financial crisis last year prompted rumors that the Russian Mafia may have been involved in a hit. But, when asked about that
possibility, Mr. Serdet laughed and said there is "no evidence to suggest that."
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