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Introduction: 
2 to 5 Per Cent of Everything


A few weeks ago my dad got a call from his internet provider to alert him to some problems with the service. This was the prelude to a complex and rather elaborate conversation that involved a lot of back and forth but, when the technician finally figured out what was happening, he painted a disturbing picture. Dozens of people had hacked into Dad’s system. It was even worse than he’d feared.


Dad would be the first to admit that he’s not very knowledgeable about computers; so much of what the caller was telling him made no sense at all but, over the best part of an hour, he listened while the man patiently explained the problems, guided him through the installation of some software and helped him move money from a vulnerable bank account. Or, rather, he tried to help move the money. Annoyingly, the necessary text messages from the bank with the code to authenticate the transaction just wouldn’t come through. The money could not be moved.


It has been an enduring source of frustration for younger members of the family – initially, for my brother and me; more recently, for our respective children – that mobile phones simply won’t work in Dad’s kitchen. If you climb onto the windowsill, you can sometimes get a signal, but even there it often cuts out, almost invariably at a crucial moment. It is incredibly annoying. I suspect that none of us, however, in decades of irritation, have ever even come close to being as annoyed as that fraudster must have been as he failed to steal my father’s money.


He had successfully bamboozled Dad with elaborate terminology; he had placed remote access software onto Dad’s laptop; he had spent an hour on the phone; he had gained access to Dad’s bank account. He had come so close. A four-figure sum had been right there, almost within touching distance. All he needed to complete the heist was a code in a text message, but that text would not come through. And fortunately, thanks to the strange telecommunications black hole that is my dad’s house, it never did.


Afterwards, Dad couldn’t believe he’d been taken in by the conman’s patter. His house is remote, so it’s simply not feasible that dozens of people would be attempting to hack into his Wi-Fi signal. Where would they be? Hiding in the garden? Frankly, he felt ashamed.


He really shouldn’t have been embarrassed, however. He was just one of hundreds of thousands of people in Britain that will be taken in by fraudsters this year. Had the conman managed to steal his savings, it would have been disastrous for him, but the lost total would have been only a tiny fraction of the hundreds of millions of pounds that will be stolen, despite the elaborate defences erected to prevent it. Fraud is a colossal criminal industry, with the perpetrators crafting scripts that are perfectly designed to confuse their targets, to appease any concerns. They mimic legitimate businesses with astonishing accuracy. They operate with the kind of co-ordination, skill and planning that you’d normally associate with major corporations.


There is much discussion about who exactly is to blame for this ongoing criminal epidemic, which costs its victims perhaps half a trillion dollars globally, or how it is that fraudsters have been able to get so powerful. Some people say tech companies are not doing enough; others say it’s the fault of the countries that provide safe havens for the criminals; or it’s the fault of governments for not doing enough to educate vulnerable people. All of those explanations may well be true, but for me the real problem is somewhere else entirely: it is now so easy for them to keep the money they have stolen, and to move it through the financial system so it looks entirely legitimate, that there are simply no limits on their greed. They can keep eating indefinitely, without ever getting full.


This book is the story of how that happens, of how criminal money gets legitimised – a process that since the 1970s we have called money laundering – and of the world’s failure to stop it.


It is not a book about the crimes themselves – the frauds, the thefts, the corruption – not because they are not interesting, but because they already receive a lot of attention. I want to write about money laundering because it is what makes them possible, and it is too often overlooked. It is the process that allows criminals to hide the origin of their wealth, to spend it like anyone else and thus to enjoy the fruits of their criminal labours. It doesn’t matter what crime they commit: if they couldn’t launder the proceeds, there would be no profit in it. Money laundering therefore is the support mechanism for the worst people in the world and, if we could make it harder, we’d make crime less profitable and make breaking the law less appealing.


As I write this, Ukrainian cities have just faced another night of drone barrages from Russian forces, with three of the drones evading air defence systems and hitting their targets. Western countries have imposed restrictions on trade with Russia that makes it illegal to sell the kind of high-tech components necessary for drones to work, and which Russia is unable to produce for itself. Yet, Ukrainian analysts who’ve examined the wreckage of crashed and shot-down drones have found hundreds of foreign components, of which more than two-thirds originated in the United States, and others came from Japan, Switzerland, the Netherlands and the UK. Those lethal slices of silicon had been smuggled to Russia and somehow paid for, a trade that would never have happened if the payment for them could not be laundered. Thousands of Ukrainians are dead and injured, and tens of thousands are traumatised nightly, because of money laundering.


In 2023, US prosecutors wrapped up a case against a criminal gang that smuggled Thai women to different American cities, where they forced them to be sexually assaulted by up to eleven men a day until the women paid off an exorbitant ‘bondage debt’. If the women tried to flee, the criminals threatened their families back in Thailand. The gang earned tens of millions of dollars before its members were arrested and prosecuted. If the criminals had not been able to hide and launder money from this appalling exploitation, the women would not have been trafficked into sex slavery in the first place.


Just down the hill from my house is the River Wye, and it is one of the rivers which – every spring for millennia – has welcomed untold multitudes of juvenile ‘glass eels’, which arrive from the ocean before slithering into the marshes, lakes and ponds of Europe, Asia and North America. They grow to adulthood in fresh water before returning to the ocean to breed, something they will not do in captivity. In recent years, however, demand from the Far East has provided huge profits for poachers willing to catch the miniature elvers, package them up and ship them illegally to fish farms near Hong Kong where they are fattened up. There are many reasons why eel populations have crashed by 90 per cent, but rampant smuggling is part of it, and that would not be happening without money laundering.


You can tell the same story about any acquisitive crime. South America’s cartels need to launder their money, as do Nigerian kleptocrats, Afghan terrorists, American tax evaders, and pretty much any other criminals you can think of. Money laundering is as central to the criminal economy as banks are to legitimate businesses and, since criminals only commit their crimes because they’re profitable, there would be far, far less crime without it.


That is why governments have committed themselves to stopping it, which is a good thing because, when countries dedicate themselves to solving problems, those problems tend to be, if not solved exactly, then significantly ameliorated. In the mid-1960s, after scientists proved a clear link between cigarettes and disease, the US authorities decided to reduce smoking. Over the next 50 years, some 8 million American lives were saved as a result, adding up to an extra 150 million years of human existence. In the UK, successive governments have worked hard to reduce the number of people dying on the roads, and the total fell from almost 6,000 a year in the late 1970s to fewer than 2,000 a year now. And this isn’t just something that happens in individual countries: governments get things done when they’re acting together too. The United Nations decided to eradicate smallpox and, by 1980, it had; a decade and a half later, it decided to eradicate the cattle disease rinderpest, and the last case recorded anywhere came a mere eight years later. Governments, acting either singly or collectively, are powerful things.


Efforts to stamp out money laundering began in 1970 and since then almost every country on earth has dedicated itself to the challenge: multiple treaties have been agreed; a global framework has been adopted; specialised police forces have been created; and governments have obliged the private sector to spend hundreds of billions of dollars a year to comply with their regulations.


‘There is more than a whiff of palaeontology about the study of money laundering,’ wrote John Walker, an Australia-based economist in the foreword to what seems to have been the first ever attempt to estimate quite how big a problem we were talking about, a report commissioned by the Australian authorities and published in 1995. ‘Like dinosaurs, we know that money launderers have existed on this planet in the past, and there is a good chance that some of their descendants still roam the earth. Mostly, however, we cannot expect to find a complete, living breathing specimen because they are secretive by nature, only leaving behind skeletons and footprints in the sands that time and tides wash away.’


He dug for clues in crime statistics, financial data and elsewhere, and – in his own words – ‘tried to speculate intelligently on the basis of these few bone fragments’ in his attempt to calculate just how much money is laundered. His estimate was that something like one dollar in every hundred moving through the Australian economy was criminal. Around the same time, Vito Tanzi, an American economist working for the International Monetary Fund, suggested that between $300 and $500 billion of dirty money entered the world economy every year, though he said such numbers ‘cannot be more than guesstimates’.


There were many problems with trying to combine these two figures. Walker said fraud was the biggest problem, but Tanzi talked only about drugs, which suggested there was no consensus on what should even be being counted, let alone on how to count it. That did not stop Michel Camdessus – a French central banker who headed the International Monetary Fund from 1987 to 2000 – giving an estimate of his own in 1998, based apparently on the work of these two economists. He said the amount of money being laundered globally was the equivalent of between 2 and 5 per cent of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP). He too was tentative in his claim, which he hedged around with qualifications: ‘we cannot guarantee … estimates … probably a consensus range’.


Ever since, researchers have sought to improve upon his estimate and, in their attempts to refine it, they have used a bewildering variety of techniques: ‘statistical discrepancies’; the ‘hot money method’; the ‘residual approach’; the ‘trade mispricing model’; field and case studies; surveys and interviews; the ‘currency demand approach’; latent variable approaches including the ‘dynamic multiple-indicators multiple-causes model’; modified versions of Walker’s original ‘gravity model’, and more.


They have theorised from macro-indicators and generalised from micro-indicators but, whatever method they’ve chosen, over the decades their estimates have still all tended to end up within the range that Camdessus and his team arrived at three decades ago. And this is an alarming thought. The world economy has got bigger over the intervening period, so the portion of it controlled by criminals has correspondingly got bigger as well. However much the world has got richer, the crooks have got richer too. That means all of the efforts being thrown at this problem by governments, police forces, banks and everyone else have failed to achieve anything at all.


You may be thinking that 2 to 5 per cent of global GDP doesn’t sound like very much money, but if you put it in the context of the world economy, you’ll see that it is. Each year, everyone on earth engages in economic transactions that total approximately $100 trillion, which means the criminal part is easy to work out – between $2 trillion and $5 trillion.


If the bottom end of the range is correct, that means the world’s criminals are as wealthy as Russia; if however, the top end is more accurate, they are richer than Germany. In other words, if the world’s criminals had their own country, it would be somewhere between the eleventh and the third richest nation on earth. At the top end of the range, they’re richer than anyone but China and the United States; at the bottom end, they’re still wealthier than Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands and South Korea. Every year, they can reinvest that money in their businesses, buy more influence, harm more victims, and we are failing to stop them.


The decades of legislation, diplomacy, prosecution and compliance have therefore been a complete flop. The best that you can say for them is that, in their absence, perhaps the situation would be even worse.


I started writing about financial crime in 2014, after Ukrainians had spent months occupying the centre of their capital in protest against a corrupt president who had stolen the people’s money and spent it on ugly palaces and bling. I had lived in and around the former Soviet Union for years and been troubled by why it was that countries like Russia, Azerbaijan or Ukraine had failed to build democratic systems in the way that, say, the Czech Republic had. Corruption looked like it could be the answer and, when I started investigating Ukraine’s former regime, I was shocked by the extent to which its top officials had been embedded in the Western economy: they had bank accounts, shell companies, lawyers, all from unimpeachable sources. I had previously divided the world into countries that were ‘rule of law’ – the United States, Great Britain, Austria, etc. – and ‘non-rule of law’, imagining the lines between them to be as absolute as they were in a State Department report. But in fact those lines were non-existent.


I spoke to officials, police officers, businesspeople, bankers, lawyers, activists, journalists, and they all told me the same thing: Ukraine’s kleptocrats were courted by the West, not shunned; their scams and schemes were designed with the active participation of our finest professionals. The realisation that dirty money not only flowed freely between corrupt officials and supposedly honest countries, but that its owners relied on those jurisdictions to secure their wealth, was deeply troubling.


I wrote up what I’d found in a report for a think-tank and, if I’m honest, I hoped the editors would tell me I was wrong: ‘I can see why you might think that way, but here’s a dozen reasons why that isn’t actually happening’. Instead, they complimented me on my work, and promised to present it the widest audience. I still hoped – like a six-year-old troubled by a glimpse of adult cruelty – that a grown-up would step in, reassure me everything was going to be okay, and tell me to go back to sleep. But, on the contrary, people who read my report or heard me speak agreed with me. When they shared their own insights, they just added further weight to the conclusions I’d drawn.


So, if I wasn’t wrong, how could something so awful be happening? Surely the only explanation for why people and institutions in Western countries were actively enabling corruption – including by people like Vladimir Putin and his friends, who professed themselves the sworn enemies of everything the West supposedly stood for – was that our leaders didn’t know about it? So, I decided to let them know. With friends, we put on the kleptocracy tours to highlight properties in London owned by oligarchs, kleptocrats and other corrupt officials; I wrote articles; I made radio programmes; I gave evidence to parliamentary inquiries; I started to write a book, at least partly thinking that a problem this serious would surely be solved before it was published.


The problem was not solved. The hardback was published, the paperback was published, and still more money poured out of kleptocracies into the property and luxury goods markets of the West. Politicians might listen to what I said, they might read what I wrote, but they didn’t act on it.


Was it all a conspiracy? Was the reason that no one acted upon the evidence of widespread corruption and complicity that not only immiserated hundreds of millions of people but also threatened the basis of our civilisation, because our leaders were part of the scam? There’s no doubt that some countries – the UK, in particular – have made a good living from handling the world’s stolen goods. All of those transactions require a lot of lawyers, accountants, PR professionals and others to help them run smoothly, and those people’s jobs rely on no one enforcing the laws too diligently.


So yes, there is complicity, but it is not the whole story. I know this because I regularly meet bankers, officials, lawyers and others who are not complicit. On the contrary, they are fighting as hard as they can to obey every law against financial crime – they are as concerned about holding the villains to account as I am. They hold meetings, create algorithms, file reports, launch investigations, hire tens of thousands of people to help them. In the service of stopping financial crime, companies share secrets with the authorities, close bank accounts, turn clients away. The authorities can freeze our assets and demand we justify how we obtained them, they can probe our deepest secrets, all in the name of tackling acquisitive crime. These are draconian powers. And yet they achieve nothing.


So if the problem isn’t that I’m wrong in my analysis, and it’s not that officials don’t know what’s going on, and it’s not that our officials and professionals are all complicit with the corruption, and it’s not that investigators lack the powers they need, what is it? Why does nothing get achieved in the battle against dirty money?


A couple of years ago, I was in Oxford and talking to a senior police officer who is as frustrated as anyone by his failure to make a dent in the baddies’ profits. I happened to mention that I’d recently visited Bicester Village, a shopping arcade just outside the city which resembles a bland facsimile of a Massachusetts town, and been surprised by its popularity with Chinese people. Every single passenger in the train carriage that took me there from London had been speaking Chinese, as were significantly more than half of my fellow shoppers.


This is not a particularly new observation. Bewildered UK media outlets first spotted this popularity a couple of decades ago, when articles about it became a staple for a certain kind of English journalist, since they combined two favourite themes: the enduring superiority of Britain (look how far people would come to go shopping in our country!); and the comic idiocy of foreigners (don’t they realise the goods are all made in China anyway?). What the articles never seemed to do, to my satisfaction anyway, is explain what exactly it was about Bicester Village that made it a sure-fire stop for Chinese tourists visiting the UK.


‘We have Chinese people travelling halfway round the world to visit an ersatz American high street in an Oxfordshire field in order to buy – at huge cost – something that was made just down the road from where they live. I leave the larger brains that share this page to explain how that makes any economic sense,’ said a columnist in the Daily Telegraph in 2005, a couple of months after the first articles appeared.


The journey to Bicester Village was an attractive one. The train rattled through fields, which even in early spring had that vivid green you only find in England. The hedgerows were white with blackthorn blossom. Between picturesque pieces of derelict farm machinery, ponds were dotted with geese and herons dipped for frogspawn.


After exiting the station, I found a pedestrianised street of white-painted clapboard buildings, each of which housed an outlet for a high-end brand: Jimmy Choo, Calvin Klein, Timberland, Breitling, Givenchy, Dolce & Gabbana, Burberry, Stella McCartney, Alexander McQueen, Gucci.


I had gone intending to buy something, but I found the clientele’s determination to spend money so off-putting that I couldn’t stay in any shop long enough to find anything I wanted. The shoppers in Bicester Village were like shelf-stackers in reverse: they removed things from the shelves with a focus and intensity that looked more like a job than a pastime. In the 3,000 steps it took me to walk from the station at one end to the car park at the other and back again, the closest I came to buying a souvenir was a Le Creuset ‘hydration bottle’. But then I looked at the price and decided to go without.


On the train back to London, however, it was clear that my fellow passengers had had a more fruitful trip. At least one of them had bought a new Samsonite suitcase to contain her purchases, and the rest had multiple bags bearing the ostentatious logos of the village’s many brands. I tried to do the sums as we re-entered the outskirts of London: Bicester Village is open from nine in the morning till eight at night; that’s twenty-two half-hourly trains, each with three carriages. There were tens of thousands of pounds’ worth of designer swag in my carriage alone so, if that pattern is repeated, that’s more than £6 million spent a day, £2 billion a year, just from people who arrive on the train. At least as many visitors come by coach and car. It’s a lot of money, and I remarked on it to the police source.


‘Well, a lot of them obviously just like shopping, and it’s true that you can buy cheap designer stuff there,’ he said. ‘But the rest of it is money laundering.’


I would like to say this was like one of those moments when a cartoon character has a blinding insight and a bulb flicks on above her head. But it was actually the opposite of that, a moment of darkness rather than illumination. Someone had opened a door and revealed a whole labyrinth of confusing pathways that I hadn’t realised was there. The insight was not into how much I knew, but how little.


I have spent many years researching financial crime, and I thought I knew all about money laundering, about webs of shell companies registered in offshore jurisdictions, secretly controlling bank accounts so criminals could shuffle their money around until it appears clean. This, after all, is the kind of skulduggery that the leaders of Ukraine had got up to, the kind of thing I’ve written about in my articles and books. But there are no banks in Bicester Village, so how was anyone going to launder their money there?


‘I know, it does sound weird, but it makes perfect sense if you think about it,’ the police officer replied. ‘It’s really hard to get money in and out of China via the banks without being noticed, so the criminals have come up with a workaround. Factories in China ship drugs to British gangsters, who then give the payment in cash to Chinese students studying at UK universities. The students either take cash to Bicester village, or first pay it into their bank accounts before going; then they buy Gucci handbags or whatever, and ship them back to China, where the criminals sell them to fashion victims. There’s their profit, see? It’s all co-ordinated by WeChat, and we really struggle to follow it.’


I still wasn’t sure I completely understood, and I tried to picture it in my mind, tried to draw a mental diagram with money moving in circles in both Britain and China, then with illegal chemicals and handbags shuttling between them.


‘So,’ I said at last, ‘they’re basically swapping drugs for Gucci.’


‘Pretty much, yeah,’ he replied. ‘That’s a nice way of putting it actually.’


It was that conversation that created this book.


The sphere of money laundering studies is a small one, and I have read most of what there is to read. Its jargon-heavy academic articles traditionally divide the process by which dirty cash is cleansed into three distinct stages: placement, by which criminal money is put into the financial system; layering, by which it’s mixed around until no one can remember where it came from any more; and integration, when it’s spent in the normal economy. You can think of those three stages as loosely equivalent to the three Godfather movies: in the first instalment, Al Pacino’s Michael Corleone makes his mark; in the second, he builds up his business; in the third, he goes legitimate.


It is a neat theoretical model, and you can see it referred to in books, articles, speeches and webinars, at the kind of conferences where the people who work in money laundering gather to have earnest discussions about what they’ve been doing. It underpins everything that politicians do both locally and internationally. To the battle against criminal money, this model is as foundational as Isaac Newton’s laws of motion are to physics.


The reason why the police officer’s remark about Bicester Village so rocked me is that it did not fit into the three-stage theoretical model at all. On the contrary, it was something else entirely, like a Newtonian physicist suddenly hearing about quantum mechanics.


He was describing a network in which hundreds of people, thousands of miles apart, seamlessly co-ordinated the exchange of illegal chemicals for handbags via instant messages, and wealth moved around the world in vast amounts, to the great profit of the criminals, with no one else any the wiser. Where were the placement, layering and integration? What’s the theoretical underpinning for a money laundering strategy that skips the financial system altogether, and is instead based on bartering luxury goods for narcotics? Bicester Village is not the only place where this happens, and you could see a similar pattern in the casinos of Vancouver and Las Vegas, in gold shipments to Dubai, as well as in more other places than anyone could name.


I thought I knew all about how criminals moved their money, but it turns out I didn’t. If I didn’t, perhaps lots of other people didn’t either. And if no one knows what they’re fighting, then how can anyone know how to fight it?


Perhaps therefore the reason we are failing to tackle money laundering is not solely because of corruption, complicity, lack of legislation or lack of effort (though all of these are present, of course they are), but because we simply don’t understand what’s going on and, as a result, are expending too much effort in the wrong places. It’s like waging war without knowing who the enemy is, where they are, how large their force is, and what direction they’re going in. No matter how hard you drive your troops, you’re going to do a very bad job of winning.


Money laundering is far more complex, successful, embedded and widespread than almost any of us realise. And government efforts to oppose it are based on the flimsiest of foundations, which is a real problem for those of us who dislike crime.


When I was talking to John Walker, the Australian who first tried to estimate how much cash the criminals are washing through the financial system, he described the world’s anti-money laundering system as worthless. He is more knowledgeable about the problems of tackling criminal finance than almost anyone I’ve ever spoken to, but that is a big claim, so I challenged him on it.


‘That’s pretty strong,’ I said.


‘I shouldn’t have said it’s worthless. I’ll soften that. Shall we say the limitations in what it’s allowed to do …’ he conceded, before pausing for a good ten seconds. ‘I’m coming back to the word worthless,’ he said at last.


This book is about why we have failed. In it, I trace attempts to stop money laundering from their beginnings to the present day, looking for the reasons why they have not succeeded. It is a story of bravery and dedication, but also one of hypocrisy, ignorance, disillusionment and opportunism. It’s not so much about different governments working to frustrate each other, although there’s plenty of that, but also about different parts of the same governments cancelling each other out; demanding perfection from private companies while failing to tell them what exactly it is that they need to do. I have some thoughts about how we could be doing better, and they’ll come at the end of the book. To me, they should be obvious but, in the context of how little we’ve been achieving to date, they would be revolutionary.


I am not saying that the world could eradicate money laundering in the way it wiped out smallpox or rinderpest, but if we could reduce it by the same proportion as the UK cut deaths on its roads, that would slash the profits available to criminals by two-thirds. That would mean two-thirds less crime, and consequently far fewer victims. Instead of the criminals’ country being somewhere between Germany and Russia, it would instead be poorer than Mexico, and perhaps no richer than Sweden. Those are still significant countries, but they’re not great powers, so just imagine how that would transform the lives of the most vulnerable people in the world.


It was that insight that drove the man behind the first anti-money laundering legislation – let’s go and meet him.
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The Man from Patman’s Switch


The father of the global fight against money laundering was an owl-faced, ornery, complicated, hard-working, tyrannical, single-minded, funny, warm and extraordinary Texan called Wright Patman. Almost completely forgotten now – except in his hometown of Texarkana, where his desk is on display in the local museum, a pair of authentic steer horns suspended above it – he was one of the great survivors of twentieth-century American politics. Elected to the House of Representatives in 1928, he held Texas’s First Congressional District until 1976, and his story is one of those distinctively American miracles which prove that you can achieve almost anything as long as you work hard enough (and you’re a White man).


Born in August 1893 in a hamlet on the Katy Railroad called Patman’s Switch, which is a few miles from the village of Hughes Springs, he grew up in a state of destitution common to most of America’s rural counties at the time. It was people like the Patmans who suffered so the magnates of the Gilded Age could get rich: monopolies overcharged them, banks refused them credit, the courts refused them justice. He learnt to distrust banks, politicians and corporations almost before he could walk; all of them were out to screw over the ‘little man’.


Driving to Hughes Springs now is delightful. The roads are smooth and largely empty, and they run through vast stretches of pine trees occasionally broken by fields where Hereford cattle graze head-down in the lush grass. Large sulphur-yellow butterflies flutter in beams of sunlight. In Patman’s youth, however, getting around was far harder. He rode a horse six miles to school every day, paying his fees by lighting the fire in the morning and sweeping up when the other children had left. He was his parents’ only son, and they needed his help on the farm, but he read schoolbooks while driving the mule-drawn plough, graduated first in his class, and gave an end-of-year address that prefigured the rest of his life: ‘the secret of failure is not the lack of ability or power but lack of aim. Energy is lost in diffusion.’


His father was always looking for new ways to make a living and, for a while, ran the county’s only moving picture show from the back of a covered wagon. During the summer, Patman was the soundman: he cranked the gramophone and, if the mood took him, added screams, laughs, honks, howls and other sound effects. Life was tough – one local man refused Patman permission to court his daughter because he had no shoes – but he had self-respect.


‘All fathers and mothers do not look after their children like we are looked after,’ he wrote to one of his sisters in a letter from San Francisco, where he served in the army during the First World War. ‘Some parents just let their children go and when they are grown up they do not know how to do anything, they haven’t got any manners, they are dirty and they don’t care for anything and the worst of all is good neat and clean people do not like to be around them.’


After high school, it took him two years – sawing lumber for the railroad, working as a farmhand, selling life insurance, growing cotton – to put aside $100 and four bales of cotton to finance a law degree in Lebanon, Tennessee, but that was nowhere near enough. His suitcase was stolen at the station in Texarkana, and the cotton he’d picked was damaged in a storm. So he started out with almost nothing, living in a shack and devoting himself full-time to his studies. ‘His sweethearts were his law books. Long after most fellows had quit for the day we found Patman in the library literally “reading his head off”,’ as one classmate remembered it.


After service in the military, which he ended as a lieutenant, he returned home to begin his political career, which included stints in the Texas House of Representatives, and as a district attorney before – in 1928 – he headed off to Washington to the House of Representatives.


He was always a good campaigner. At almost six feet tall, with a carrying voice and an easy charm, he’d learnt the importance of putting on a show from his brief career in the movie business. If he saw two people together, he’d stand on a box, start making a speech and keep going until they stopped listening. In the forty-seven years he spent as a congressman, he never lost an election, or even came close to doing so.


Wright Patman was to go on to do remarkable things, but before we get on to them I need to make clear that he was not perfect. Decades later, he loved to tell stories of his battles against the Ku Klux Klan as it sought to spread its influence in Texas in the 1920s. He was less keen to remember how he backed a law banning Whites and Blacks from living together at the same time, and he was still supporting segregated schools well into the 1950s. He was a Southern Democrat, and he played the political games that Southern Democrats played in the Jim Crow South to win election. There is no excusing that. Yet he was never a race-baiter as many of his peers were, and as the country changed, so did he. Importantly, he used the power that he won to push for causes that benefited all poor and powerless people, regardless of the colour of their skin.


‘He who has the truth is in the majority, even though he be but one,’ he wrote, towards the end of his life.


His early career was defined by two battles. Within a year of taking office, the American economy sank into what became the Great Depression, spreading the desperation that John Steinbeck described in The Grapes of Wrath. Patman blamed above all Andrew Mellon, banker, businessman, industrialist and – for almost the entire 1920s – secretary of the Treasury under three presidents. In 1932, entirely on his own initiative, Patman startled his colleagues by launching impeachment proceedings against Mellon. The evidence he had accumulated detailed some truly spectacular conflicts of interest, in which companies owned by Mellon’s family benefited enormously from decisions he made; the impeachment only failed when President Herbert Hoover hurried his treasury secretary off to be ambassador to London. Not yet forty years old, Patman – a man from nowhere – had felled one of the most powerful men in the land.


Of particular irritation to Patman had been the fact that, after the First World War, Mellon and 7,000 other wealthy Americans had been compensated for losses that war caused to their companies, even though they had profited from government contracts, while the ordinary people who had fought for their country had won no extra compensation at all. Although these veterans had been promised a bonus, it was not to pay out until 1945. Patman campaigned on this too, demanding that the ex-servicemen be paid immediately, arguing that not only was this fair, but also it was sensible, since it would inject a much-needed stimulus into the ailing economy (rather in the way that governments around the world injected money to support their countries during the Covid-19 pandemic). He eventually won on this issue too, only to see his victory taken away. When Congress passed the legislation, the Federal Reserve increased banks’ statutory reserves – effectively, how much cash they had to keep in their vaults – thus preventing the measure from stimulating the economy.


His efforts won him many friends, particularly thanks to post-war legislation limiting the ability of monopolies to gain control. The Texarkana museum has a reproduction of a cartoon from a trade unionists’ publication showing a fat man in a top hat labelled ‘greedy interests’, who’s saying, ‘I’m going to destroy the power of Congress to tax’ and who has to cross a river to reach his destination. A farmer, a worker, and a veteran watch the advance of their enemy: ‘if he has his way we’ll have no price supports’; ‘he’ll send us to the poor house’; ‘he will stop our pensions’. But standing before the tycoon is Wright Patman – sandals on his feet, a shield in one hand and a short Roman sword in the other, like Horatius at the Bridge – keeping them safe.


His archives are full of letters he received from all over the country, written by ordinary Americans asking for help with financial issues when they don’t know where else to turn: a young man who can’t obtain credit to open a poultry farm; a retired air force colonel who had a credit card issued without his consent; a man from Pennsylvania who can’t access his savings; a man from Dallas who bought a used car which turned out to be a ‘pile of junk’, a pensioner struggling to pay his bills. ‘I am not an important person, and this is rather a humble letter,’ wrote a serviceman with banking problems and a green felt-tip pen. ‘However, I hope it reaches you, Mr Patman. It points to an area where some action is needed.’


But he won enemies too. His radicalism, and his insistence on fighting for the bonus even after a president of his own party was elected, lost him the kind of political clout he might have won if he’d played the game, costing him for years the place he prized on the banking committee. But he learnt important lessons: the political elite will always look after its own, and what he called the ‘money monopoly’ will always use its power to stop anyone seeking to challenge it. This remained the backbone of his political philosophy.


‘As a Congressman I think I’m here to help people; I’ve always had that attitude, though sometimes I’ve been almost alone in the positions I’ve taken. I’ve taken a lot of heat and unpopularity over the years, but this hasn’t deterred me. Somebody has to stand up for the little man.’


He also attracted a lot of ridicule, particularly as his old-fashioned rural ways became anachronistic. He wrote a weekly newsletter, which he mailed out to any of his constituents who wanted it, which is packed with curious obsessions. Alongside details about legislation he was working on, election campaigns and issues affecting the voters of his district, he spent a surprising amount of time talking about fish (specifically catfish), trees, random animals, and about the navy of the briefly independent Republic of Texas. Above all, though, he talked about the finance industry, which remained his enduring focus. He felt that – just like the bankers who wrecked farmers at the end of the nineteenth century – banks kept interest rates high for their own selfish reasons, with the support of the Federal Reserve. Year after year, Patman would unsuccessfully introduce legislation seeking to increase congressional oversight of America’s central bank, to the bemusement and often to the amusement of his colleagues.


Sam Rayburn, the former speaker of the House of Representatives, once told a new member of Congress that Patman was ‘a smart man but if he got shipwrecked on a lonely island with Liz Taylor, Liz in the nude, he’d say, “Ms Taylor, do you know the workings of the Federal Reserve board?”’


He just couldn’t help himself. Patman’s distrust of the rich and powerful was innate: he considered the Federal Reserve to be a subsidiary of the American Bankers Association, and once asked its chairman: ‘Can you give me any reason why you should not be in the penitentiary?’ There’s a letter in his archives from a woman who found a Patman family Bible, and who wrote to him asking if he’d like it. He replied saying that he would, enclosing five dollars for the postage. And a pamphlet.


Bankers took to calling him ‘Wrong’ Patman, and journalists got into a habit of comparing him to Don Quixote, always tilting at windmills in pursuit of antiquated ideas about the inner minutiae of bank regulations that may arguably have been relevant in the 1930s or, more likely, the 1880s, but seemed absurdly out of place in the thrusting 1960s. This was the age of the Beach Boys, Bond films, Boeing, the Beatles, birth control, Brigitte Bardot and Burt Bacharach. Jet travel opened the world to American tourists, and financial innovations – for which read ‘tricks to evade the restrictions imposed on banks after they crashed the world economy’ – helped US corporations expand around the world.


Yet Patman drove the same Oldsmobile from one end of the decade to the other, lived on his congressional salary and went into the office seven days a week (‘Only Robinson Crusoe,’ he’d say, in a perfect distillation of his sense of humour, ‘got his work done by Friday.’) He had few friends. He did not schmooze, network or circulate. After he became a widower in 1967, he married again, but his new wife was also from Cass County, and he’d known her since his teens. As one journalist pointed out: anyone who the congressman had treated to a $1.25 lunch was honoured indeed.


Now white-haired and wearing thick-rimmed glasses over his twinkling blue eyes, a bit chubby, he bobbed in committee meetings as he smiled genially at witnesses and prepared his detailed questions, all delivered in his broad Texas accent. A villain was always a desper-ay-do to Patman. ‘He’s so sweet that you just feel like squeezin’ him every time you see him,’ said one young female newspaper reporter in 1965.


But it was an act. Like rumpled, confused Lieutenant Columbo in the TV show saying, ‘Just one more thing’, then skewering a murderer who thinks he’s got away with it, Patman’s opponents underestimated him at their peril. After he finally became chairman of the banking committee in 1963, he used his powers to compel witnesses to appear so he could systematically unpick the tools wealthy Americans used to dodge taxes. Politicians who preferred a cosier relationship with the banks complained that he focused on his own obsessions, acted autocratically and denied them access to the committee’s staff, but the man from Hughes Springs would become ever folksier, ever more courteous. ‘When his opponents … fuss and rage at the way he conducts business, Patman’s IQ seems to drop about 30 points; he becomes a bit thick; he can’t quite follow them. Eventually they throw up their hands,’ noted a lengthy profile in the New York Times in 1969, by which point Patman had discovered money laundering.


Throughout the 1960s, Patman was routinely referred to as the second-most famous Texan in Washington, and he had close relations with the first – President Lyndon Johnson, whose father had served with Patman in the Texas House of Representatives four decades earlier. Having a friend in the White House did require the pugnacious congressman to pull his punches a little, but it also led to important conversations like that between the banking committee’s in-house lawyer and two justice department officials in August 1968.


‘The meeting came about as a result of a telephone conversation with Assistant Attorney General Vinson wherein he indicated the Department’s deep interest in hearings and legislation on problems raised by numbered accounts in Swiss banks,’ a memo from the counsel to Patman said. Money from Swiss banks was making up 15 per cent of the trading on the New York Stock Exchange, and was evading restrictions intended to prevent the inflation of speculative bubbles. A couple of days later came a new memo, containing an indictment returned by a grand jury, describing how four American citizens and two Swiss bankers had fooled the Defense Department into fraudulently overpaying millions of dollars for the purchase of rocket launchers.


Patman had spent much of his career trying to drum up public outrage over bankers’ behaviour, and he was aware that most of his fellow legislators – not to mention most of his fellow citizens – were bored before he even began. He needed something sensational to gain traction, and this was it. Even if you didn’t agree with the US military being in Vietnam, then you would still be disgusted to learn that bankers were helping crooks defraud the Defense Department while young men were dying for their country. He jumped at it.


In their private memos, Patman and committee staffers talked about highly technical financial tricks that allowed wealthy individuals and companies to sidestep the limits placed on their activities via the international financial architecture designed at Bretton Woods in 1944. By the late 1960s, the tattered remnants of this system were still technically in place, although anyone who could afford a good lawyer could evade it by banking in London, Zurich or the Bahamas. Patman, who was constitutionally incapable of recognising when a cause was lost, was still trying to defend this dying system, and thought he saw a new angle in the battle against money launderers.


‘Gangsters and hoodlums are sending their illegal profits overseas to secret bank accounts in Switzerland and other countries and then pumping it back into the US through our own banks where it is then used to buy up legitimate business enterprises,’ he wrote in his newsletter in late August 1968, below an entry on veterans’ benefits and another speculating on what should be Texas’s official state drink (his suggestion: water). ‘Exactly how this is done and its extent is now being looked into at my direction by the Banking and Currency Committee.’


Over the next three months, he and his staffers put together a hearing that would showcase the problem. Like any good lawyer, he liked to know the answers to his questions before he asked them, so he made sure to get good witnesses. There was going to be no risk of anyone coming away from this event unpersuaded of the seriousness of the problem. The star of the show would be Robert Morgenthau, US attorney for the Southern District of New York, who talked in the kind of direct terms that win headlines.


‘There was a time when the secret numbered account,’ Morgenthau told the congressmen, ‘was an instrument used only by relatively sophisticated financiers. That is no longer true today. The jet age has taken millions of Americans to Europe for summer vacations. It has brought many of them to the doorsteps of the Swiss banks where a very large number have found that secret foreign banks are available readily to them for lucrative criminal purposes.’


Diamond smugglers, loan sharks, illegal casino operators, insider traders, mobsters, fraudsters, tax dodgers, stock manipulators, drug dealers and more were sending their profits to Swiss bankers, who would hide their ownership and ship them back again. And, in Morgenthau’s account, money laundering in this way was straightforward. You could walk into an American bank, hand them some cash, ask them to transfer it to your Swiss account, lie about your identity, and walk out again. ‘We have checked literally dozens of these currency reports involving many millions of dollars, and have found in almost every case that a false name was used,’ Morgenthau said.


In one imaginative marketing operation, a Swiss bank opened accounts for prospective clients and deposited $50 in them, then sent its new customers greetings cards with the bank account details contained within. Happy Christmas. The banks had branches in the Bahamas if you wanted to speak to a manager but didn’t want to fly transatlantic, and they could take deposits by mail. One customer – an unfortunate man called Max Orvitz – was caught only because a parcel addressed to a Swiss bank burst open in a sorting office, revealing $50,000 in cash.


It all added up to a system where criminals were finding it too easy to keep the fruits of their crimes, and the authorities were almost powerless to stop it. Inside America, the few relevant financial regulations were contained within the Trading with the Enemy Act, and it was hard to bend that to apply to the current situation. These weren’t enemies, they were criminals; and the United States was not at war with Switzerland, which famously never goes to war with anyone, since that would be bad for business. To gain evidence from outside America, prosecutors had to rely on sending ‘letters rogatory’ to foreign counterparts asking for information. Sometimes they got it, normally they didn’t. Most of the time they didn’t even know they needed it in the first place, because the existence of the crime was so well hidden.


During the 1960s, the US government became concerned about mounting public disquiet over young people taking drugs, disobeying authority and generally carrying on in a delinquent manner. In the middle of the decade, President Johnson convened a commission to look at the issue, and its report – ‘The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society’ – made some fairly nuanced observations. It recognised that money launderers did not look like other criminals. They lived apparently blameless lives, dressed neatly, owned houses in smart neighbourhoods. Unlike the perpetrators of other crimes, they had no direct involvement with their victims. They were not disorderly, violent or ugly; on the contrary, they probably attended the same church as you of a Sunday morning.


But even in this report, the discussion of organised criminals focused on the stereotypical Italian American Mafiosi, rather than on the WASPy bankers, accountants and lawyers who moved their money. What little nuance there was got lost in the policies’ implementation anyway, as police officers were deployed in ever-larger numbers to majority-Black neighbourhoods, an approach that just accelerated after Richard Nixon was inaugurated as president in 1969.


Patman disapproved of hippies and Black radicals as much as the next square, but he knew hypocrisy when he saw it. After the Watts Uprising rocked Los Angeles in 1965, with Black residents fighting police officers and national guardsmen for the best part of a week, most politicians blamed the rioters and/or communist agitators, demanding law and order; but Patman blamed the discrimination African Americans faced when trying to access banking and housing services, and the loan sharks who took advantage of it to keep them in poverty.


‘Law and Order for the Big Bankers Too’ was the headline of Patman’s newsletter in December 1969, as he moved forward with his legislation tackling money laundering, and that was an issue picked up by Morgenthau during later hearings too.


‘Our Government has purportedly declared war on crime, and many bills have been introduced in this Congress providing for remedies such as no-knock searches, preventive detention, and other measures which impose far more than recordkeeping burdens on various classes of persons,’ he said. ‘It would be unfortunate indeed if the administration’s war on crime were ever to be viewed as solely a war on the crimes of the poor and underprivileged, for there is no faster way of dissipating respect for law and order than creating the impression that the law is only enforced as to certain groups of persons and that others can commit crimes with impunity.’


As a publicity strategy, it was highly effective. In Patman’s archive, there are carefully edited press releases in which you can see how closely his team crafted the message to make sure that his usual obsessions – greedy tax-dodgers, banking regulators – were hidden behind more compelling villains. Journalists revelled in the stories of mobsters and their secret foreign bank accounts, and newspapers all over the country printed the lurid details. Barron’s magazine, which is a sister publication to the Wall Street Journal and thus temperamentally incapable of recognising that anything might be amiss in the finance industry, felt compelled to fight back and published a lengthy article attacking Patman for maligning Swiss banks, for presenting a partial picture and for giving ‘slick magazines and pulp dailies’ sensationalist and inaccurate material. This gave Patman a chance to reply once more, and so it went on.


But there was a problem. Switzerland is another country. Patman could complain about Swiss banks, he could highlight money laundering, he could present as many alarming stories as he liked about bad behaviour enabled by the gnomes of Zurich, Nassau, Liechtenstein or wherever, but there was nothing he could do about it. Committee publications were headlined ‘Foreign Bank Secrecy’, but the committee members had to think of how to legislate for banks in their own country. That was always going to be a challenge, and Patman’s solutions inevitably risked looking a bit underwhelming when faced with the scale of the problem. So it proved. The legislation that eventually emerged from the committee obliged banks to report any cash deposits of $10,000 or more; forced people leaving the country to file a declaration if they were carrying $10,000 or more in cash; required banks to keep copies of any cheques deposited with them; and demanded that Americans declare any foreign bank accounts.


These measures look pretty small in retrospect, as they did at the time. Critics said they wouldn’t achieve much, and that money launderers would easily be able to find ways around them. All of that is true. But if you look at them a different way – not for their content, but for the philosophy behind them – they are huge.


Before Patman, the financial system was treated like plumbing. You put money in at one end, it flowed through the pipes, you took it out at the other. It wasn’t the banks’ job to worry about where your money came from, any more than it’s the sewage company’s job to ask what you had for dinner. After Patman, the financial system was a castle. He put fortifications around it, like a mediaeval lord.


If previously the lord’s enemies had been able to come in and out unchecked and unhindered, now everyone had to report their movements, so he would be able to see what was going on. Bankers had effectively been deputised as guardians of the castle, whether they wanted to be or not, and forced to share information with law enforcement agencies. Financial institutions were being transformed into evidence-gathering machines for the police.


Some bankers attempted to point out that this was, among other things, a substantial assault on their customers’ privacy. ‘Indeed, I wonder whether this measure is not analogous to requiring the Post Office to open and record the contents of every piece of mail passing through it or requiring the phone company to tape every conversation going over its line,’ said a spokesman for a group of New York banks. His assault on the bill is cogent, and detailed, and questioned whether it would even work, but Patman was having none of it. ‘I should like to point out to the banking community that their obligation to society goes beyond protecting their money,’ the veteran congressman said. ‘Bankers should bear their share of the cost of assuring compliance with American laws by those who use their facilities.’


The Nixon administration, under heavy lobbying pressure from the American Bankers Association, attempted to delay Patman’s bill. It tried to suggest that negotiations with Switzerland over a treaty on information exchange should take priority; it argued that the record-keeping requirements were too onerous. But Congress was a hierarchical place in those days. The banking committee did what Patman wanted; Congress did what the committee wanted; and the bill became law in 1970. ‘The House vote is one of the most meaningful and forceful steps the Congress has taken in the fight against organised white-collar crime,’ crowed Patman in his newsletter in June that year.


Although its official title is The Bank Records and Foreign Transactions Act, it has always been called by a name that better reflects both its origins and Wright Patman’s enthusiasms: the Bank Secrecy Act. That is an ironic name for a piece of legislation that imposes transparency, but it gives us the first of the very many three-letter acronyms that infest the anti-money laundering world: the BSA.


It would take the Treasury a couple of years to put together the detailed rules and regulations (such as the $10,000 limit on transactions) that turned the text of the BSA into something that could be applied in practice; it took the Supreme Court another couple of years after that to decide that it was compliant with the Constitution. But Patman did not wait to put it to use, thanks to a crime that took place just down the road from his congressional office in June 1972: a break-in at the Democratic Party’s headquarters on the sixth floor of the Watergate Office Building. A suspicious security guard called the police, who arrested five burglars. They were found to be carrying not just tools for opening doors and bugging conversations, but also thousands of dollars in cash. Those banknotes were traced to a bank in Miami, and to cheques drawn on a bank in Mexico which had been intended to fund the Nixon re-election campaign.


Thanks to this link to the White House, there was clearly more to these bungling burglars than met the eye. Cash, espionage, skulduggery, foreign bank accounts: this was all very reminiscent of what Patman’s committee had been discussing in their hearings about Swiss banks. Committee staffers investigated, and – in September 1972 – circulated the first official report into what was then called ‘the Watergate caper’, but which has since gone down in history as the most notorious political scandal of all time.


‘As the Committee know from its investigations which led to the passage of the Foreign Bank Secrecy Act in 1970, the transfer of money through foreign bank accounts leads to endless possibilities for concealment of the nature of the funds and the identities of their original owners,’ Patman wrote in a memo to committee members. This appears to be the first reference to the BSA in any investigative report anywhere, and it was the BSA that allowed Patman to claim jurisdiction over the affair.


This was all taking place a couple of months before the 1972 presidential election, when Nixon was running for re-election, and White House officials were determined to prevent the full details of the Republicans’ spying on their Democratic rivals from coming out and influencing the results. There was at the time still only a limited amount of media interest in the Watergate break-in, and they worried that Patman’s digging might attract attention to details of the affair they were trying to keep hidden. They threw themselves into trying to shut down Patman’s investigation, and to prevent him gaining subpoena powers to compel witnesses to attend. FBI agents were instructed to look for links between Patman and communists (which is sinister, but also hilarious), and White House staffers dug up evidence of crimes committed by committee members that they could use to blackmail them into voting against the chairman. ‘Certain members of the committee were reminded of various past political indiscretions, or of relatives who might suffer as a result of a pro-subpoena vote,’ one member later recalled.


Their efforts were successful. Although Patman did hold hearings into the affair, enough of his colleagues had been blackmailed into voting against subpoenas that he failed to gain the powers required to force witnesses to attend, and those witnesses of course chose not to. Nixon handily won re-election, but the cover-up had proved costly. Patman sent what information he had gathered to other investigators, who followed up on his leads; congressmen, bruised by the affair, proved less willing to help the White House than they had previously been. Perhaps the full story would have come out anyway, and perhaps Nixon would have resigned in 1974 whatever happened, but Patman will always have been the first person to launch an official probe into Watergate, and the BSA was what allowed him to do so. Not that it did him much good: the scandal helped dozens of young, liberal Democrats to win election to Congress in 1974, and they set about reforming the place in their image. Bad news for the old Texan.


These so-called ‘Watergate babies’ were college-educated and Northern, products of the affluent years since the Second World War. Some of them were a third of Patman’s age, young enough to be his grandchildren, and they had zero patience for the elderly – often Southern – colleagues who dominated influential committees under the then-current system of seniority. You can see their point: Patman’s world, as is obvious from the many photographs in his archives, was one of old White men in suits deciding what to do about the world and expecting everyone else to go along with it. His newsletters are full of hokey warnings against smoking pot, against the spread of Asian communism, against hippies and youth culture. His new colleagues wore their hair long. Their youths had been scarred by the Vietnam War, and their politics took them onto the streets. They cared deeply about civil rights. Back in the 1950s, Patman had publicly opposed educating Black and White children together. Why should they have to serve under him just because he was older than them?


His ideas – like his manners – were absurdly old-fashioned, and expressed in long-winded speeches full of references to the dangers of unrestrained finance, of robber barons, of unrestrained monopolists, as if Franklin D. Roosevelt were still president and the Great Depression was still raging. For the Watergate babies, these issues were solved; why keep going on about them? So they dethroned him as chairman of the banking committee and replaced him with a prominent progressive from Wisconsin, thus stripping Patman of the position that ensured his significance. He still attended meetings, but no one listened to him any more.


‘He started talking once more about the evils of the Federal Reserve Board and recalled what he had been saying as early as the administration of FDR,’ noted one freshman Democrat in his diary in 1975, with the kind of patronising pity that young people reserve for the old. ‘I had heard it before, more than once, but you could tell the cause was the old man’s life and he was putting everything he could into it. Other members began to visit with each other and still others doodled on paper. Mr Patman’s eyes went up and down the table as he talked and if the inattention of his colleagues bothered him, he didn’t let it show.’


It did bother him. In fact, according to one political ally, their rejection crushed him. He died in March 1976 of pneumonia, having worked hard to the end. A newspaper cartoon drawn after his death by the Pulitzer-winning cartoonist Ben Sargent was at least kinder than his congressional colleagues had been: two fat bald angels are standing on a cloud next to a sign saying ‘First Bank of Paradise’, with panic on their faces. ‘Is no place safe? Wright Patman just arrived,’ one is saying to the other.


Before his death, Patman donated his papers to the LBJ Presidential Library in Austin, which is a grand ten-storey edifice clad in cream limestone, adjacent to the University of Texas campus, and where they occupy 1,417 feet of shelving in grey cardboard boxes.


In a speech he made before his death, he was pleased to announce that the library would have a room in his name to showcase his achievements. If it ever did, however, it no longer does. The archivists were incredibly helpful during the week I spent with his documents, but couldn’t hide their confusion about why I’d come all the way from Britain to read them. Most of the papers had never been properly indexed or, indeed, ever read. I often had to ask for help to unfasten knotted string that had all but solidified during decades spent untied. ‘Well, I’ve found out more about Wright Patman than I ever thought I’d need to know,’ one librarian whispered to another when I filed another document request.


‘The relevant point in reviewing his career, and his ability to achieve what he wanted, is that he failed,’ said one particularly smug obituary written by an economics correspondent who went on to work for Ronald Reagan’s White House in the 1980s, and who had clearly no idea what Patman had overcome to get to Congress in the first place.


His Bank Secrecy Act remained, however, like a pistol in a drawer, ready to be taken out and fired as soon as someone else realised that bankers shouldn’t be trusted, financial crime was important and money laundering should be taken seriously. Before Patman, the main threat to a criminal’s wealth was other criminals; after Patman, it was the government.
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