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By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Of all the places to find an insider 
on Russian politics, particularly one 
who knows what makes President 
Vladimir Putin tick, who would have 
thought to look in the woods of Spot-
sylvania County?

For there, in a $1.6 million home 
with lakefront views and bookcases 
stacked 10 shelves high—as well as 
walls decorated with photos of people 
and places from around the world—
lives Franz J. Sedelmayer. Born and 
educated in Germany, he also gradu-
ated from the University of Utah, 
served in the German Army Airborne, 
then joined the family business, sell-
ing defense products.

But perhaps the greatest schooling 
the 58-year-old received came in the 
1990s, during the seven years he did 

His case challenged 
the power of Putin

PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Spotsylvania resident Franz Sedelmayer is the ‘only man to collect money from Vladimir Putin,’ 
according to a book he wrote about his experiences while doing business with the Russia Federation.

Franz Sedelmayer’s son, Daniel, (far right) and his fraternity 
brothers in Austria have helped with Ukrainian relief efforts. 

By CARA ANNA
Associated Press

LV I V,  U k ra i n e—Russi a n 
forces pushed deeper into 
Ukraine’s besieged and bat-
tered port city of Mariupol on 
Saturday, where heavy fight-
ing shut down a major steel 
plant and local authorities 
pleaded for more Western 
help.

The fall of Mariupol, the 
scene of some of the war’s 
worst suffering, would mark 
a major battlefield advance 
for the Russians, who are 
largely bogged down outside 
major cities more than three 
weeks into the biggest land 
invasion in Europe since 
World War II.

“Children, elderly people 
are dying. The city is de-
stroyed and it is wiped off the 
face of the earth,” Mariupol 
police officer Michail Versh-
nin said from a rubble-strewn 
street in a video addressed 
to Western leaders that was 
authenticated by The Associ-
ated Press.

Deta i ls  a lso began to 
emerge Saturday about a 
rocket attack that killed as 
many as 40 marines in the 
southern city of Mykolaiv 
on Friday, according to a 
Ukrainian military official 
who spoke to The New York 
Times.

Russian forces have already 
cut Mariupol off from the Sea 
of Azov, and its fall would 
link Crimea, which Russia 
annexed in 2014, to territo-
ries controlled by Moscow-
backed separatists in the east. 
It would mark a rare advance 
in the face of fierce Ukrainian 

SPOTSY MAN gained insight into russian ways

By ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Spotsylvania General 
District Court will hear 
on Thursday at 9 a.m. a 
petition alleging that four 

Spotsylvania School Board 
members violated the Free-
dom of Information Act.

The lawsuit filed Friday 
by the Edwards Law Firm, 
PLLC, on behalf of Makaila 

Keyes, a 2019 graduate of 
Courtland High School, 
alleges that School Board 
Chair Kirk Twigg, Vice 
Chair April Gillespie and 
members Lisa Phelps and 

Rabil Abuismail violated 
FOIA laws through several 
actions taken at the Jan. 10 
meeting, during which Su-
perintendent Scott Baker 
was fired.

Specifically, the lawsuit 
states that Twigg “willfully 
and knowingly violated Ms. 
Keyes’ rights when, against 
the warnings of certain 

SEE RUSSIA, A16

Spotsy court to hear petition alleging FOIA violations

SEE Lawsuit, A6

Mariupol 
locals 
plead 
for help
ZELENSKYY REPEATS CALL 
FOR TALKS WITH PUTIN 
AS RUSSIAN FORCES PUSH 
DEEPER INTO PORT CITY

SEE Ukraine, A6
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business with the Russian 
Federation. Convinced 
that counterterrorism 
was a growing—and lu-
crative—field and that 
Russia was more open to 
business, thanks to the 
policies of then-President 
Mikhail Gorbachev, Se-
delmayer made a bid to 
teach special operations 
tactics to Russian police 
forces.

And he was successful, 
thanks in part to relation-
ships built and friends 
made, including Vladimir 
Vladimirovich Putin, a 
former KGB officer who 
was deputy mayor of St. 
Petersburg at the time.

“He used to be a guy like 
us, right up our avenue, 
he was a reliable person to 
deal with in my days in St. 
Petersburg,” Sedelmayer 
said in a 2021 video. “He 
was one of the guys who 
was a handshake guy. We 
agreed on something with 
him and it would be done.”

But Sedelmayer would 
see with his own eyes—
and through the devasta-
tion to his own business 
bank account—how Putin 
changed as he rose to pow-
er. How that absolute pow-
er morphed into corrup-
tion as the man nicknamed 
“Volodya” was willing to 
do whatever it took to re-
tain his chokehold.

It didn’t happen al l 
at once, but slowly and 
steadily, as Putin chipped 
away at the foundations of 
a free society, Sedelmayer 
said. He created a Russia 
that not only has bombed 
the military and civilian 
targets of its neighbor, 
Ukraine, but also pun-
ished its own citizens who 
protest the action. Anyone 
who even mentions war 
and peace can be arrested, 
said Sedelmayer, who 
keeps in touch with as-
sociates in both countries 
and throughout Europe.

“Where Putin is today 
was unthinkable 20 years 
ago,” he said.

Last year, Sedelmayer 
predicted that Putin—
who in previous cam-
paigns seized land from 
the country of Georgia and 
the Crimean Peninsula 
from Ukraine while the 
world watched—would 
continue to “flex his mus-
cles” whenever he needed 
to drum up support at 
home.

“We can expect a lot 
more violence to come in 
the next years,” Sedel-
mayer said in 2021.

‘KILLING EVERYTHING’
Sedelmayer was more 

than an observer of Rus-
sian-style tactics, which 
he said at times made him 
feel like he was caught in 
an episode of “The Sopra-
nos,” an HBO series about 
a New Jersey crime family.

He was a victim of their 
way of doing business—or 
at least the authorities 
tried to make him one. 
After he’d built a suc-
cessful business, SGC 
International, Sedelmayer 
equipped and trained po-
lice forces, including the 
KGB’s first SWAT team 
based on Western prin-
ciples.

“In those days, all [Rus-
sian] law enforcement 
were military people,” 
Sedelmayer said during 
an interview at his home. 
“You see they haven’t 
changed their tactics, 
they’re bombing every-
thing in [Ukraine], they’re 
killing everything on the 

ground. That’s their un-
derstanding of a surgical 
strike.”

Likewise, police would 
kill everyone—including 
hostages in such situa-
tions—and consider the 
operation successful, he 
said.

“Our mission became to 
introduce them to West-
ern-style modern law en-
forcement. So any piece of 
equipment we sold came 
with training, including 
how to put on handcuffs 
because most Russian 
cops didn’t even have 
handcuffs in those days,” 
he said. “They were ty-
ing them up with wires or 
rope, it was like the Mid-
dle Ages. They had cars 
that wouldn’t run, crime 
labs that didn’t work, it 
was just a complete disas-
ter.”

As his company pro-
gressed, the local police 
force wanted a piece of 
the financial pie and tried 
to take over his business. 
Sedelmayer appealed to 
Putin because the two had 
spent “scores of hours” to-
gether when the German 
first did business in Rus-
sia, Sedelmayer wrote in a 
2019 opinion piece for The 
New York Times.

“He sat in my headquar-
ters on Stone Island as we 
conversed, in the almost-
perfect German he likes 
to speak, over beer and 
Bavarian food. My trust 
in those early days was 
based on the fact that he 
acted rationally and ap-
peared to be sincere in his 
interest in St. Petersburg,” 
Sedelmayer wrote. “Putin 
signed the registration 
papers for my security 
company and personally 
registered them. He ad-
vised and counseled me. 
He helped me expand my 
business.”

But when his business 
was threatened, Putin 
turned a blind eye. Even 
though Sedelmayer had 

signed a 25-year lease on 
his military training com-
pound, then-President 
Boris Yeltsin seized it for 
use as a state retreat.

Putin let it happen, Se-
delmayer said, because 
by then, he had taken a 
Kremlin post and was on 
his rise to power.

‘A DETERMINATION’
The German business-

man wasn’t about to sit 
by and do nothing. Sedel-
mayer sued the Russian 
Federation, which oth-
ers had tried but hadn’t 
succeeded because the 
country always claimed 
sovereign immunity.

Sedelmayer not only 
won his case but he also 
received a settlement of 
more than $7 million from 
Russia—almost three 
times the amount for 
which he had originally 
sued.

He became “the only 
man to collect money from 
Vladimir Putin,” accord-
ing to the subtitle of the 
book “Welcome to Putin-
grad.” He and John Weis-
man, a regular on the New 
York Times bestseller list, 
wrote it in 2017 after Se-
delmayer got his last pay-
ment from Russia.

It’s both a compelling 
narrative—humorous at 
times and borderline ter-
rifying at others—as well 
as look at the mindset and 
“collective memory” of a 
people whose leaders his-
torically have ruled with 
a hammer. It’s also a story 
that’s particularly relevant 
these days, said Paul Mill-
er, who lives in the same 
lakefront neighborhood as 
Sedelmayer.

“Franz is a talker, outgo-
ing, it’s what he does, as 
he brings people together 
by connecting them and 
has a determination to get 
things done,” Miller said. 
“Franz is a good friend and 
great neighbor.”

Miller said Sedelmayer 

shares a trait with the late 
Colin Powell, Army of-
ficer and former secretary 
of state. “He believes in 
looking into things for 
himself” and is careful 
with experts, who as Pow-
ell said, sometimes have 
more data than judgment.

‘SUPERMAN LOST’
He took his case to a 

Stockholm arbitration 
court, but it was hardly 
one-and-done. Part of 
Russia’s successful cam-
paign to avoid payouts 
included wearing down its 
opponents.

Sedelmayer faced 143 
different court cases in 
three countries. It took 
him 2½ years to win a 
judgment but another 12 
years for it be enforced—
and for him to collect his 
money.

In the “cigar room” 
of the expansive home 
he shares with his Rus-
sian-born wife Vlada, 
Sedelmayer laughed eas-
ily—and often—when re-
counting his experiences. 
Most times, there was 
barely the trace of an ac-
cent, but when asked why 
he was successful when 
others failed, it wasn’t 
clear if he said he was hun-
gry or ornery enough.

He actually said hungry, 
but both adjectives might 
apply.

Sedelmayer “pushed 
full-court press against a 
system headed by some-
one who thinks himself 
Superman,” said Jack Gos-
nell, U.S. consul general in 
St. Petersburg from 1991–
94, on the book jacket. 
“Superman lost.”

Sedelmayer represented 
himself at times and had 
two attorneys at others—
and ended up paying about 
$2 million in legal fees. 
They sometimes sought 
measures that hadn’t been 
tried before to get Russia 
to pay up. One example 
involved Lufthansa, Ger-

many’s largest airline.
Every time Lufthansa 

planes flew into Russian 
territories, they had to pay 
Russia fees for using their 
airspace. Sedelmayer con-
vinced the courts to make 
him a garnishee of those 
fees, to be a third party to 
whom the money would 
be paid as part of his claim.

Russia didn’t like that 
and told Lufthansa that 
if it was going to pay Se-
delmayer, then stay out of 
Russia.

“That whole thing cre-
ates a political problem 
for everyone, which I love 
because eventually some-
body has to pay me be-
cause I’m not going any-
where,” Sedelmayer said.

He got such a good edu-
cation about beating the 
state-held system, Sedel-
mayer became a consul-
tant who helps others in 
the same situation. And 
he’s been paid to share 
his story in prestigious 
settings from Harvard 
University Law School to 
gatherings of London liti-
gators.

‘TO WORLD WAR III’
While many of the pho-

tos in his home show him 
laughing, Sedelmayer 
turns serious when he 
talks about Ukraine. He’s 
glad to see the United 
States and its allies stand-
ing up to impose sanctions 
against Russia after it in-
vaded Ukraine.

“We should have done it 
literally 10 or 12 or 15 years 
ago and we didn’t and now 
the only choice we have 
is war or no war,” he said. 
“Think about it.”

He believes his home-
land of Germany and his 
adoptive home of Amer-
ica—he’s here on a five-
year investor’s visa—and 
other NATO countries 
must give Ukraine the 
tools they need to survive. 
Not troops, but arma-
ment. Otherwise, there 

will be no end to Putin’s 
destruction.

Sedelmayer learned to 
play hard ball and believes 
nations who want to pre-
serve democracy better do 
the same thing.

“They should give the 
Russians a hard time,” 
Sedelmayer said. “You 
have to beat them in the 
field, you have to help the 
Ukrainians. It’s not going 
to lead us to World War III. 
If we don’t do that, that’s 
what will lead us to World 
War III.”
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com
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PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Franz Sedelmayer used insight learned in his case against Russia to become an international consultant.

His team traveled throughout Russia by plane after 
discovering how many doors cash opened to them. 

In 1991, Sedelmayer (right) set up a compound on 
Stone Island in Russia to train and equip police.

THE BOOK

“Welcome to Putingrad” 
is available on Amazon 
and as an audio book on 
audible.com. It describes 
the historic settlement 
German businessman 
Franz J. Sedelmayer 
received from Russia—
after the country seized 
his business—as well as 
Sedelmayer’s insight into 
Russian practices and 
President Vladimir Putin.
DON’T LAUGH: Putin 
takes himself seriously and 
can’t stand someone mak-
ing fun of him, Sedelmay-
er said. He’s convinced 
that if “Saturday Night 
Live” were broadcast from 
Moscow and actor Alec 
Baldwin parodied Putin as 
he did President Donald 
Trump, “Baldwin’s corpse 
would be found one night 
in his hotel room,” Sedel-
mayer wrote.
THE BOSS: The writer 
observed a system similar 
to the Mafia, that whoever 
is boss can do no wrong 
and is almost as infal-
lible as the pope. Every 
kickback, every perk goes 
up the chain to the boss 
who can get away with just 
about anything, Sedel-
mayer said, provided he 
doesn’t offend a higher 
ranking boss. In Russia, it’s 
known as the “nachalnik” 
syndrome. Sedelmayer 
called it “chutzpah on 
steroids.”
ÜBER-NACHALNIK: 
In 2005, Robert Kraft, 
owner of the New Eng-
land Patriots, was visiting 
Putin with other Ameri-
can businessmen. Putin 
saw Kraft’s $25,000 
diamond-encrusted Super 
Bowl ring and asked to 
try it on. Putin did so, 
commented that he could 
kill somebody with it 
and put it in his pocket. 
When Kraft reached out 
his hand to get the ring 
back, Putin walked out 
of the room with KGB 
agents, according to the 
New York Post. In Russian 
society, Sedelmayer said, 
he hadn’t done anything 
wrong because he’s the 
boss, the “nachalnik.”
TRANSLATE THIS: 
Sedelmayer met his 
Russian born wife, Vlada, 
when a colleague hired 
her as a translator. They’ve 
been married 29 years 
and have two children 
in college. She speaks 
German, Russian, English, 
French and Spanish. “She’s 
the real talent in this fam-
ily,” her husband said. “I’m 
just a co-pilot.”

jury selection 
TO BEGIN April 4 
IN FLA. SCHOOL 
SHOOTING CASE

FORT LAUDERDALE, Fla.—
Jury selection in the penalty 
trial of Florida school shoot-
er Nikolas Cruz is on track to 
begin April 4, the judge said 
Friday during a status con-
ference with the lawyers.

Circuit Judge Elizabeth 
Scherer also set aside full 
days on March 30 and 31 to 
address any issues either 
side might have before the 
jury selection begins. The 
hearings will take place in 
the courtroom where the tri-
al will take place so attorneys 
can become familiar with the 
technology being used dur-
ing the trial.

“We have a very good or-
ganizational plan, and most 
of the issues have been 

addressed,” Scherer said. 
“That’s a very good start.”

Cruz, now 23, pleaded 
guilty in October to 17 
counts of first-degree mur-
der and 17 counts of at-
tempted murder. But a jury 
must still decide whether he 
will be executed or receive a 
life sentence without parole. 
The penalty trial is expected 
to last at least two months.

Scherer and attorneys from 
the defense and prosecution 
discussed how jurors will be 

selected and what the judge 
will say as they try to deter-
mine whether members of 
the jury pool can be fair and 
impartial.

They set jury selection to 
begin on April 4 and con-
tinue through April 6, with 
April 7 and 8 set aside for 
the completion of any depo-
sitions of the numerous pos-
sible witnesses.

It was Valentine’s Day in 
2018 when Cruz opened fire 
on the Marjory Stoneman 

Douglas High School cam-
pus in Parkland, Fla., killing 
14 students and three staff 
members. The shooting also 
injured 17 others.

The trial was originally 
scheduled to start in 2020, 
but it was delayed numerous 
times during the coronavirus 
pandemic. Last month, pros-
ecutors told the judge they 
needed more time to depose 
dozens of defense witnesses.

Under Florida law, prose-
cutors and defense attorneys 

are allowed to interview the 
other side’s witnesses before 
trial so they know what they 
are expected to say and can 
prepare their cross-exami-
nation.

Earlier last week, the U.S. 
Department of Justice con-
firmed a $127.5 million set-
tlement with victims’ fami-
lies over the FBI’s failure to 
investigate a tip it received 
about a month before the 
Parkland massacre.
—The Associated Press
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