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What Helene took

They were swept away by floodwaters,  weeks before their wedding day.

He perished rescuing victims of a mudslide in his own community.

They fled war in Ukraine. A North Carolina river swallowed their home.

 Forest Lawn Funeral Home

Chief Tony Garrison died trying to 
help people during hurricane Helene. 

  Christy Winstead Knight

Lisa Peeler Brady and her friend 
Christy Winstead Knight prior to the 
storm.

 Bruce Dockery

 Briana Yarbrough

Knox Petrucci and Alison Wisely, and 
Alison's two sons, Felix and Lucas, 
were swept away in the floodwaters 
while trying to evacuate. 

 Weibe Family

Dmytro Segen, Yevhenii Segen, 13, 
and Anastasia Novitnia-Segen arrived 
in Burnsville NC after escaping the 
war in Ukraine.

Shalana Jordan

 
Victims, clockwise from top left: Knox Petrucci, Alison Wisely, and Alison’s 
sons, Felix and Lucas.  Tony Garrison. Lisa Peeler Brady (left, with Christy 
Winstead Knight, who survived). James and Judy Dockery. Nola and Robert 
Ramsuer. Dmytro Segen, Yevhenii Segen and Anastasia Novitnia-Segen. 

ASHEVILLE, N.C. — Death came 
in many ways, and in many 
places.

The raging waters came for 
those who lived in valleys, 
alongside once-peaceful rivers 
and streams. The landslides 
came for those high on the 
hillsides above. It came for peo-
ple who had lived here all their 
lives, and for those who had 
only begun to call these moun-
tains home.

When Hurricane Helene tore 
through the Southeast in late 
September, it carved a trail of 
loss from the coast of Florida to 
the southwest corner of Vir-
ginia, killing at least 226 people 
across six states. It was the 
deadliest storm to strike the 
mainland United States in al-
most 20 years.

But it was here in western 
North Carolina that Helene ex-
acted its greatest toll.

After more than four weeks 
of painstaking searches and 
harrowing recovery efforts, the 
North Carolina health depart-
ment has identified at least 98 
victims in 22 counties, span-
ning more than 9,000 square 
miles. That tally could continue 
to grow as the search continues 
for dozens of people yet to be 
accounted for.

As more details emerge 
about North Carolina’s victims, 
it has become clearer why the 
storm was so deadly here. He-
lene unleashed extreme down-
pours on steep slopes that al-
ready had endured days of 
heavy rain. The deluge filled 
isolated mountain valleys with 
unimaginable floods and 
caused mudslides that con-
sumed much in their path. 
Many known deaths were a 
result of drowning — at least 38 
in Helene’s floodwaters, creeks 

see Helene on A12

BY MARIA SACCHETTI,
FAIZ SIDDIQUI

AND NICK MIROFF

PALO ALTO, Calif. — Long 
before he became one of Donald 
Trump’s biggest donors and cam-
paign surrogates, South African-
born Elon Musk worked illegally 
in the United States as he 
launched his entrepreneurial ca-
reer after ditching a graduate 
studies program in California, 
according to former business as-
sociates, court records and com-

pany documents obtained by The 
Washington Post.

Musk in recent months has 
amplified the Republican presi-
dential candidate’s claims that 
“open borders” and undocu-
mented immigrants are destroy-
ing America, broadcasting those 
views to more than 200 million 
followers on the site formerly 
known as Twitter, which Musk 
bought in 2022 and later re-
named X.

What Musk has not publicly 
disclosed is that he did not have 

the legal right to work while 
building the company that be-
came Zip2, which sold for about 
$300 million in 1999. It was 
Musk’s steppingstone to Tesla 
and the other ventures that have 
made him the world’s wealthiest 
person — and arguably America’s 
most successful immigrant.

Musk and his brother, Kimbal, 
have often described their immi-
grant journey in romantic terms, 
as a time of personal austerity, 
undeterred ambition and a will-
ingness to flout conventions. 

Musk arrived in Palo Alto in 1995 
for a graduate degree program at 
Stanford University but never 
enrolled in courses, working in-
stead on his start-up.

Leaving school left Musk with-
out a legal basis to remain in the 
United States, according to legal 
experts.

Foreign students cannot drop 
out of school to build a company, 
even if they are not immediately 
getting paid, said Leon Fresco, 
a former Justice Department  
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‘Open borders’ foe Musk worked illegally in U.S.

BY PETER HERMANN 
AND PERRY STEIN

Donald Trump was command-
ing a country on edge from a city 
he thought was out of control.

The summer of 2020 had been 
marked by massive demonstra-
tions across the country over the 
police killing of George Floyd, 
including one in Trump’s own 
front yard, where some protesters 
set fire to American flags and a 
historic church near the park just 
outside the White House. So on 
June 1 of that year, Trump hinted 
at a plan he had been privately 
discussing with top aides: invoke 
a little-known federal law to take 
over the D.C. police force, then 
take a more aggressive approach 
to quelling the protests, officials 
said.

“If you don’t dominate your 
city and your state, they’re gonna 
walk away with you,” the presi-
dent told governors during a 
phone call that day, according to a 
transcript of the exchange ob-
tained by CNN. “And we’re doing 
it in Washington, in D.C. we’re 

see trump on A5

D.C. leaders 
fear Trump 
would try to 
control police

BY RICK MAESE

Ted Leonsis has to keep mov-
ing forward.

Thousands of fans have stuffed 
the concourse of Capital One 
Arena to celebrate the 50th anni-
versary of their beloved hockey 
franchise. Players past and pre-
sent are the stars of the show, but 
Leonsis is the host, shaking 
hands as he cuts through the 
crowd in an Alex Ovechkin jer-
sey.

Just seven months ago, he was 
owner non grata for many fans; 
his plan to relocate the Washing-
ton Capitals and Wizards to 

­Virginia posed an existential 
threat to major professional 
sports in D.C. and to Capital One 
Arena as a downtown anchor.

The deal fell through, and 
Leonsis and his teams are staying 
put, with a promise from the city 
to help renovate the 27-year-old 
building. And Leonsis is as front 
and center as ever, stopping 
every few feet to take another 
selfie and to shake another hand. 
If people are still angry, they 
don’t volunteer it, instead wish-
ing him luck on his 25th season 
as the Capitals’ owner. He doesn’t 
mind stopping, but he also has to 
keep moving.

“There’s no stasis. If you’re not 
growing, you’re shrinking,” he 
said. “If you’re shrinking, noth-
ing good comes out of it. If you’re 
not launching new products, if 
you’re not investing in new 
things, keeping the spiral and 
momentum going [up], you start 
to go this way.”

He twirled his fingers down-
ward and kept talking.

So as he bounces back from 
the biggest setback he has experi-
enced as an owner, Leonsis is 
throwing everything he can at his 
vision for Monumental Sports, 
which at the moment includes 

see Leonsis on A6

Leonsis’s new quest: Win back D.C.
After failed Virginia arena deal, team owner says he’s committed to city

John McDonnell for The Washington Post

 Capitals and Wizards owner Ted Leonsis said the backlash to his 
proposed new arena surprised him: “It hurt me a lot personally.”

BY DAN BALZ

The closest presidential elec-
tion in modern memory enters its 
final, frenetic days with neither 
Kamala Harris nor Donald 
Trump able to be confident of 
victory. With tens of millions of 
early voters casting their ballots 
already, the outcome now de-
pends on whether the campaigns 
can mobilize their bases and per-
suade the tiny fraction of the 
electorate still undecided about 
whom to support or whether to 
vote at all.

Neither Harris, the current 
vice president, nor Trump, the 
former president, has a lead out-
side the statistical margin of error 
in any of the seven battleground 
states of Arizona, Georgia, Michi-
gan, Nevada, North Carolina, 
Pennsylvania or Wisconsin, ac-
cording to a recent Washington 
Post-Schar School survey and The 
Post’s current poll average aggre-
gator.

Nor does either have a statisti-
cal advantage in national polls, 
which are a reflection only of the 
popular vote. National polls pub-
lished Friday by the New York 
Times and Siena College and by 
CNN both showed a literal tie: 
48-48 percent in the Times, 47-47 
percent from CNN, both among 
likely voters. A Wall Street Journal 

see campaign on A8

Polling 
needle 
is barely 
budging
RACE KNOTTED UP AS 
CLOCK WINDS DOWN

Both camps closing with 
fear to turn out bases
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BY STEVE HENDRIX 
AND LOVEDAY MORRIS

JERUSALEM — Israel’s first open 
attack on Iran targeted missile 
production facilities and air de-
fense systems, the military said 
Saturday, tempering fears of a 
broader foray but giving Israeli 
aircraft the ability to operate more 
freely in Iranian skies as the re-
gion entered a new phase of esca-
lation.

“Israel now has broader aerial 
freedom of operation in Iran,” an 
Israeli military spokesman, Rear 
Adm. Daniel Hagari, said in a 
statement after the attack con-
cluded. The remarks signaled Isra-
el’s willingness to strike Iran in the 
future, even as Israeli officials said 
the attacks were tailored to mini-
mize casualties and allow Iran to 
deny major damage.

The exact scope of the strikes, 
carried out by Israeli warplanes 
over four hours, was still unclear. 
Israel launched the attack in retal-
iation for the barrage of ballistic 
missiles Iran fired at Israeli terri-
tory earlier this month — the latest 
exchange between two of the re-
gion’s most powerful militaries.

“It looks like they didn’t hit 
anything other than military tar-
gets,” President Joe Biden, speak-
ing to reporters in Philadelphia, 
said of the Israeli strikes. “I hope 
that this is the end.”

Around 20 targets were hit, ac-
cording to an Israeli official who, 
like others, spoke on the condition 
of anonymity to discuss classified 
matters. There were no reports of 
mass casualties, although Iranian 
state media said four soldiers were 
killed, citing Iran’s armed forces.

Military analysts and diplo-
mats who braced for a more devas-
tating blow against Tehran ex-
pressed hope on Saturday that 
tensions could ease. Iranian offi-
cials and state media were also 
quick to downplay the damage, 
saying that the impact was mini-
mal and that some military sites 
were already undergoing repairs.

Ahead of the strikes, the Biden 
administration pushed Israel, 
publicly and behind the scenes, to 
avoid a massive response that 
could further inflame a region al-
ready shattered by two raging 
wars in Lebanon and the Gaza 
Strip. Israel signaled in the run-up 
to Saturday’s attack that it was 
planning limited strikes, with offi-
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Israel says 
it pulled its 
punches in 
Iran strike

Calibrated to dial back 
tensions, assault avoided 

oil and nuclear targets 
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