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his is a story about wealth and space and
America and Russia, and 1t begins with
one man, Walter Anderson — a man with
white hair and pale skin, square gold-
rimmed glasses and a physical presence
so profoundly unprepossessing it’s al-
most impossible to remember what he
looks like. Anderson is 46 and worth al-
most a billion dollars. He lives in Wash-
J ington — the city he grew up in, a city he
i hates; his hatred of the government is, as
he puts it, “personal” — in an apartment adorned with a painting he
commissioned based on a Smashing Pumpkins lyric, *I am sull just a
rat in a cage.” “That’s what we are,” Anderson explains, “rats in a cage.
And we’re going to gnaw through the bars because we’ve got about a
30-year window here, and we’ll starve if we don’t get out.” The cage
Anderson refers to is the planet earth itself, and he has taken it upon
himself 1o ensure we get off. In 1989, Anderson gave $80,000 to the In-
ternational Space University; in 1991, $100,000 to the Space Frontier
Foundation; in 1995, $5 million to start the Foundation for the Inter-
national Nongovernmental Development of Space; and between 1996
and 1999, $35 million to build the Roton, 2 manned, reusable space-
ship. Then, a few months ago, in one of our periodic check-ins, he rang
me up. “I'm calling from the little phone!” he said. “I’'m in Russia!”
Anderson was midway through three days of talks with Yuri Semyonoy,
president of the private Russian space corporation Energia, and in 2 move
that would later marginalize NASA from the Anderson-Russia-America
love triangle, he was arranging on behalf of a new company, called Mir-
Corp, to lease the space station Mir.

It was not an act of open defiance. In most ways, it was an act of trust,
devotion and faith. Anderson had been dreaming of leaving Earth since
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he was a little boy. He wired the Russians $7 million before he even
signed Mir’s lease. Anderson put up $21 million in seed money toward a
lease that will eventually cost $200 million a year. It will give MirCorp
the rights to Mir for the remainder of its lifetime, the use of two or three
manned Soyuz rockets and two or three unmanned Progress rockets an-
nually, exclusive control over Mir’s visitors and technologies, 40 days of
active operation and the privilege of fixing Mir up. All of this has put An-
derson more cozily into bed financially with Energia, thereby creating a
situation highly threatening to NASA. The American space agency, after
all, was already embroiled with the Russians in the way-over-schedule,
way-over-budget, politically Pollyanna-ish International Space Station, a
project announced 17 years ago under President Ronald Reagan, one that
was already the subject of sev-
eral Congressional hearings
and that space patriots in Wash-
ington were determined to
make *“the only space in space.”
Specifically, at the time Anderson leased Mir, NASA was blaming the
Russians for being two years behind in launching the service module, or
living quarters, for the International Space Station. (It was finally
launched on July 11.) Many inside the agency feared that the Russians
would lose interest in the International Space Station altogether if they
kept their own space station aloft. Worse, rumor had it among many ob-
servers of the space program that NASA could not technically complete
the International Space Station without Russian help.

A less brusque man than Anderson might have chosen to sweet-talk
and pacify the NASA brass. But Anderson is arrogant in such matters,
and is, as he terms himself, an anarcho-capirtalist. He flies around the
world in his private jet pledging allegiance to the laws of global free
trade. Thus, instead of calling NASA, Anderson called his friend
Chirinjeev (Baboo) Kathuria, a 35-year-old megamillionaire Sikh. Ka-
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thuria told Anderson thart he, too, was “interested” in Mir, which in
megamillionaire-speak meant he was willing to chip in $4 million to
help form MirCorp and start upending the last century’s notions of in-
ternational relations in space.

| na Fnday evening late in March, Anderson and I
sit on the dully plush mezzanine of the American
Hotel in Amsterdam, prepping for the coffee-
houses, where Anderson likes to smoke and in-
dulge with disaffected world youth. I first met
Anderson two years ago while researching a book
on the Roton spacecraft. Among his first words
_ B (o me were, “Please don’t make me famous.” But
by the spring of the year 2000, he has invited me to interview him over
the course of 2 weekend in Holland, the Tuesday after which he’ll faunch
the world’s first privately financed manned mission off Earth. The fol-
lowing Thursday, the two professional Russian cosmonauts he has hired
will enter Mir to see if it can be repaired.

Already I know that MirCorp is registered in Bermuda, run out of
Amsterdam and structured as a 40-60 partnership with the space corpora-
tion Energia (38 percent of which is owned by the Russian government).
I know Anderson’s plans include rehabbing the station and expanding its
volume to 9 or 10 times its present size. | know he wants to sell joy rides
on Mir to wealthy individuals (Dennis Tito, a 59-year-old money man-
ager and former rocket engineer, is the first to sign on, planning to spend
10 days on Mir sometime early next year) and adverusing on Mir to com-
mercial companies (“We’ll paint it up like a Nascar”). Anderson expects
to offer access to Mir equipment to corporations and governments and to
sell intellectual rights on Mir’s considerable patents so that, as Anderson
puts it optimistically, “NASA won’t be able to build so much as an air
lock without paying MirCorp something first.” Eventually, he intends
to move into even more dubious but potenually lucrative markets, like
in-orbit satellite assembly and satellite repair. I do not know if An-
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derson’s vision amounts 1o a dream or a pipe dream, a gift or a curse. For
certain, he harbors a taste for grand, most likely fantastical, schemes.
Once, at a space conference he had underwritten, Anderson told me he
believed that more than half the American space shuttle missions car-
ried classified cargo. “If I discover dirty satellites, nuclear weapons in
orbit,” he then said with a giddy grin, “am I going to pretend they’re
not there? No.”

Anderson is loose-limbed and gangly, with an oddly unused-looking
body. He favors black jeans, suede sport coats and moccasins. Ever dis-
trustful of his fellow men, he zealously guards his personal privacy; his
name is not on the marquee of his office in Washington, and neither are
the names of his companies. If you take the elevator to the fifth floor,
none of the people milling around the cubicles will have any idea who he
is. In the alternative space underground, which Anderson has bank-
rolled pretty much singlehandedly, he is known, by those who know
him at all, for being generous, ruthless, overimpassioned, incisive, phil-
anthropic, libertarian and shy. Now, in Amsterdam, as he uncomfortably
shifts his weight on a stiff leather couch, he informs me, blunt as ever,
that he would rather not talk about his personal history, that his profes-
sional history should suffice. Namely, that in 1979 he was one of the
first 300 employees at MCI; that in 1984 he founded Mid Atlantic Tele-
com, a regional long-distance carrier and the first to integrate phone and
voicemail service; and that seven years later he started Esprit Telecom
Group, cracking into the newly deregulated European market. That
same year, he created a British Virgin Islands-based holding company
called Gold & Appel, named after “The Golden Apple,” the second
volume 1n the 1970’s sex-and-conspiracy-theory cult pulp trilogy, “The
Hluminacus! Trilogy.” He has more or less doubled his capital every year
since. In 1998, Anderson sold Esprit for $1 billion in stock and assumed
debr. He presumed he would need all that money to build rockets and
space colonies.

“Now with this Mir thing,” Anderson says, tapping the tips of his fin-
gers together, “if it works, it’s such a nice shortcur.”

Task if it won’t make NASA extremely nervous — a lone, superwealthy
iibercitizen challenging its authority and dominance in space?
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