
The Justice Department appointed Robert S. Mueller III, a former F.B.I. 

director, as special counsel on Wednesday to oversee the investigation 

into ties between President Trump’s campaign and Russian officials, 

dramatically raising the legal and political stakes in an affair that has 

threatened to engulf Mr. Trump’s four-month-old presidency. The 

decision by the deputy attorney general, Rod J. Rosenstein, came after a 

cascade of damaging developments for Mr. Trump in recent days, 

including his abrupt dismissal of the F.B.I. director, James B. Comey, and 

the subsequent disclosure that Mr. Trump asked Mr. Comey to drop the 

investigation of his former national security adviser, Michael T. Flynn. 

Mr. Rosenstein had been under escalating pressure from Democrats, and 

even some Republicans, to appoint a special counsel after he wrote a 

memo that the White House initially cited as the rationale for Mr. 

Comey’s dismissal. By appointing Mr. Mueller, a former federal 

prosecutor with an unblemished reputation, Mr. Rosenstein could 

alleviate uncertainty about the government’s ability to investigate the 

questions surrounding the Trump campaign and the Russians. Mr. 

Rosenstein said in a statement that he concluded that “it is in the public 

interest for me to exercise my authorities and appoint a special counsel 

to assume responsibility for this matter.” “My decision is not a finding 

that crimes have been committed or that any prosecution is warranted,” 

Mr. Rosenstein added. “I have made no such determination.” In a 

statement, Mr. Trump said, “As I have stated many times, a thorough 

investigation will confirm what we already know — there was no 

collusion between my campaign and any foreign entity. I look forward to 

this matter concluding quickly. In the meantime, I will never stop 

fighting for the people and the issues that matter most to the future of 

our country.” Mr. Mueller’s appointment capped a day in which a sense 

of deepening crisis swept over Republicans in Washington. Republican 

congressional leaders, normally reluctant to publicly discuss White 

House political drama or the Russia investigation, joined calls for Mr. 

Comey to share more about his encounters with Mr. Trump. The 

Republican chairmen of the Senate Judiciary and Intelligence 

committees and the House Oversight Committee all asked Mr. Comey to 

testify before their panels. They also requested that the F.B.I. turn over 

documentation of Mr. Comey’s interactions with his superiors in both 

the Obama and Trump administrations, including a memo Mr. Comey is 

said to have written about Mr. Trump’s request that he quash the 

investigation into Mr. Flynn. While Mr. Mueller remains answerable to 

Mr. Rosenstein — and by extension, the president — he will have greater 

autonomy to run an investigation than other federal prosecutors. As a 

special counsel, Mr. Mueller can choose whether to consult with or 

inform the Justice Department about his investigation. He is authorized 

to investigate “any links and/or coordination between the Russian 

government and individuals associated with the campaign of President 

In early December, President Trump, furious over news reports about a 

new round of subpoenas from the office of the special counsel, Robert S. 

Mueller III, told advisers in no uncertain terms that Mr. Mueller’s 

investigation had to be shut down. The president’s anger was fueled by 

reports that the subpoenas were for obtaining information about his 

business dealings with Deutsche Bank, according to interviews with 

eight White House officials, people close to the president and others 

familiar with the episode. To Mr. Trump, the subpoenas suggested that 

Mr. Mueller had expanded the investigation in a way that crossed the 

“red line” he had set last year in an interview with The New York Times. 

In the hours that followed Mr. Trump’s initial anger over the Deutsche 

Bank reports, his lawyers and advisers worked quickly to learn about the 

subpoenas, and ultimately were told by Mr. Mueller’s office that the 

reports were not accurate, leading the president to back down. Mr. 

Trump’s quick conclusion that the erroneous news reports warranted 

firing Mr. Mueller is also an insight into Mr. Trump’s state of mind about 

the special counsel. Despite assurances from leading Republicans like 

Speaker Paul D. Ryan that the president has not thought about firing Mr. 

Mueller, the December episode was the second time Mr. Trump is now 

known to have considered taking that step. The other instance was in 

June, when the White House counsel, Donald F. McGahn II, threatened 

to quit unless Mr. Trump stopped trying to get him to fire Mr. Mueller. 

The December episode, which has never been publicly reported, has new 

resonance following the disclosure on Monday that F.B.I. agents had 

carried out search warrants at the office and hotel room of Mr. Trump’s 

personal lawyer, Michael D. Cohen. In that action, the Justice 

Department seems to have walked directly up to — if not crossed — Mr. 

Trump’s red line by examining something that seems unrelated to 

Russia. Among the documents the agents sought were some related to 

two women who said they had affairs with Mr. Trump, and information 

related to the role of the publisher of The National Enquirer in silencing 

one of the women. After learning about the raid, the president again 

erupted in anger. He told reporters that federal authorities had “broke in 

to the office” and he called it “a disgraceful situation” and “a total witch 

hunt.” When Mr. Trump told Mr. McGahn in June to have Mr. Mueller 

fired, the president cited a series of conflict-of-interest issues that he 

insisted disqualified the special counsel from overseeing the 

investigation. Among the issues Mr. Trump cited was a dispute Mr. 

Mueller had with Mr. Trump’s Washington-area golf course years earlier. 

Mr. Trump told Mr. McGahn to tell Rod J. Rosenstein, the deputy 

attorney general and Mr. Mueller’s superior, that the time for Mr. 

Mueller to go had come. Mr. McGahn believed those issues were not 

grounds for Mr. Mueller to be fired and refused to call the Justice 

Department. Over the next couple of days, Mr. Trump pestered Mr. 

McGahn about the firing, but Mr. McGahn would not tell Mr. Rosenstein. 

The badgering by the president got so bad that Mr. McGahn wrote a 

resignation letter and was prepared to quit. It was only after Mr. McGahn 

made it known to senior White House officials that he was going to resi

Paul J. Manafort was in bed early one morning in July when federal 

agents bearing a search warrant raided his Virginia home. They took 

binders stuffed with documents and copied his computer files, looking 

for evidence that Mr. Manafort, President Trump’s former campaign 

chairman, set up secret offshore bank accounts. They even photographed 

the expensive suits in his closet. The special counsel, Robert S. Mueller 

III, then followed the house search with a warning: His prosecutors told 

Mr. Manafort they planned to indict him, said two people close to the 

investigation. The moves against Mr. Manafort are just a glimpse of the 

aggressive tactics used by Mr. Mueller and his team of prosecutors in the 

four months since taking over the Justice Department’s investigation 

into Russia’s attempts to disrupt last year’s election, according to 

lawyers, witnesses and American officials who have described the 

approach. Dispensing with the plodding pace typical of many white-

collar investigations, Mr. Mueller’s team has used what some describe as 

shock-and-awe tactics to intimidate witnesses and potential targets of 

the inquiry. Mr. Mueller has obtained a flurry of subpoenas to compel 

witnesses to testify before a grand jury, lawyers and witnesses say, 

sometimes before his prosecutors have taken the customary first step of 

interviewing them. One witness was called before the grand jury less 

than a month after his name surfaced in news accounts. The special 

counsel even took the unusual step of obtaining a subpoena for one of 

Mr. Manafort’s former lawyers, claiming an exception to the rule that 

shields attorney-client discussions from scrutiny. “They are setting a 

tone. It’s important early on to strike terror in the hearts of people in 

Washington, or else you will be rolled,” said Solomon L. Wisenberg, who 

was deputy independent counsel in the investigation that led to the 

impeachment trial of President Bill Clinton in 1999. “You want people 

saying to themselves, ‘Man, I had better tell these guys the truth.’” A 

spokesman for Mr. Mueller declined to comment. Lawyers and a 

spokesman for Mr. Manafort also declined to comment. Few people can 

upend Washington like a federal prosecutor rooting around a 

presidential administration, and Mr. Mueller, a former F.B.I. director, is 

known to dislike meandering investigations that languish for years. At 

the same time, he appears to be taking a broad view of his mandate: 

examining not just the Russian disruption campaign and whether any of 

Mr. Trump’s associates assisted in the effort, but also any financial 

entanglements with Russians going back several years. He is also 

investigating whether Mr. Trump tried to obstruct justice when he fired 

James B. Comey, the F.B.I. director. Mr. Manafort is under investigation 

for possible violations of tax laws, money-laundering prohibitions and 

requirements to disclose foreign lobbying. Michael T. Flynn, the former 

national security adviser, is being scrutinized for foreign lobbying work 

as well as for conversations he had last year with Russia’s ambassador to 

the United States. On Monday, Mr. Flynn’s siblings announced the 

creation of a legal-defense fund to help cover their brother’s “enormous” 

legal fees. The wide-ranging nature of Mr. Mueller’s investigation could 

put


