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Preface





Reader! Thanks for trying this book,


I’m glad you chose to take a look


At what some rascals nicked or took


Or conned their way to.


But I’m a vicar, so you see


It matters quite a lot to me


That, while you feel due empathy —


Don’t do as they do.


A princess who once begged for bread


A conman who escaped a Fed,


A greedy bear asleep in bed


May blind us;


But rogues who failed to nick some bling


Some blokes who failed to kill a king


A thief who failed at everything


Remind us


That it’s not cool to steal or cheat —


And if you do you’ll feel the heat


And find your victories bittersweet


Eventually;


For soon enough you’ll realise


That fooling folk and telling lies,


Like any dodgy enterprise,


Ends dreadfully.











The Tall Tale of the Eiffel Tower





Have you ever noticed how the world’s great cities nearly always have an iconic building? So iconic that if you were to show a picture of it to anyone they will usually know where you mean. Big Ben? London. Taj Mahal? Agra. Burj Khalifa? Dubai.


I think the Eiffel Tower is the most iconic one of all. Nothing says Paris quite like it, and it is almost impossible to mix it up with being anywhere else. The Eiffel Tower is actually quite a recent arrival in Paris, unlike the Colosseum in Rome, which is nearly 2,000 years old, or the Great Pyramid at Giza, which is TWICE as old again. The Eiffel Tower isn’t even 150 years old. It first appeared over the Paris skyline in 1889, having been built for that year’s World’s Fair, a big global exhibition where lots of countries gather to celebrate industry and technology. Industry and technology went into the Eiffel Tower in sack-loads! It was the first iron structure of its kind in the world, built on a scale that would have been impossible before and made of more than 18,000 parts joined together with 2.5 million special iron fasteners called rivets.


As you can imagine, it was incredibly complicated to put together, and took two years to build, but the engineer who designed it, Gustave Eiffel, did such a good job that every part fitted together pretty much perfectly. And so an iron tower had been built, 300 metres tall and at that time by far the tallest building in the world! Paris returned the favour by naming it after him.


Nevertheless, when it opened there were plenty of critics who thought it looked like an alien craft had landed in the middle of their beloved city. ‘Paris is Notre-Dame!’ they said. ‘Paris is the Arc de Triomphe!’ But others really liked it, and after a while they started calling it the ‘Iron Lady’, which is a bit confusing for British people, because that’s what we called Margaret Thatcher when she was Prime Minister in the 1980s (and although quite spiky, Mrs Thatcher looked nothing like the Eiffel Tower). Soon the great iron structure was a wonder of the world, perhaps the first truly iconic building – so iconic that when Hitler invaded France in 1940, he made a trip to Paris so he could be seen standing in front of it and everyone else could see that he was now in charge. Now, in happier times, the Eiffel Tower sells more tickets to visitors than any other structure in the world – about six million per year.


There was no doubt about it, the Eiffel Tower had become the symbol of not only Paris but all of France. So why on earth did anyone fall for it when in 1925 a man called Victor Lustig tried to sell it?


Yes, that’s right. In 1925 Count Victor Lustig (he wasn’t a count, by the way; he made that up) contacted some carefully chosen scrap-metal dealers in France, telling them he had been authorised to sell the Eiffel Tower for scrap and would they like to offer him some cash in exchange for dismantling it and carrying off all that lovely iron. This was not quite as outlandish as it sounds, because the tower was originally intended only as a temporary structure, due to be dismantled in 1909. Therefore it had not been built to last and needed a lot of maintenance. It probably would have come down in 1909, had it not all of a sudden become very useful as a telecommunications tower. Anyway, every year the cost of looking after it mounted up and that’s how dodgy Victor saw his opportunity. So exactly how did Victor carry out his plan … ?


First he booked a room at the very posh Hôtel de Crillon in Paris, somehow persuading the staff there to turn it into a temporary office for him. Then he found a forger to make some official-looking (but actually fake) stationery and wrote to the bosses of France’s leading scrap-metal businesses pretending to be the Deputy Director-General of the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs. His letter invited them all to a meeting to discuss a profitable business proposal. They all came, and Victor made his sales pitch. He explained to them that the cost of maintaining the tower was just too much for the city of Paris to bear so a decision had been made to scrap it. If any of them wanted to buy the tower for scrap they should make him an offer and he would award the contract to the best one. Ten thousand tonnes of iron was a tempting prospect indeed, so perhaps that made the scrap-metal dealers a bit less curious than they should have been about this so-called Deputy Director-General of the Ministry of Posts and Telegraphs. Victor then said that scrapping the tower would be controversial – the Iron Lady was world famous after all – so the agreement had to be reached discreetly, which meant no one could know anything about it until the deal was done. This was very clever, but Victor was not just a conman, he was one of the most successful conmen there ever was. During his life he had forty-seven aliases (meaning he used forty-seven false names and identities), a suitcase full of disguises (including a rabbi and a priest) and he would even go on to con the world’s most notorious gangster, someone who would murder his enemies just as easily as swatting flies.


So Victor had chutzpah (this is one of my favourite words; it means brass neck, boldness, Artful-Dodgeriness and other things like that). He could charm the birds out of the trees; he could talk the fish out of the seas – and especially a scrap-metal dealer called André Poisson (which, by the way, means Andy Fish). Andy Fish – sorry, I mean Monsieur Poisson – wasn’t one of the biggest scrap dealers but he was very ambitious. So what better way to become bigger and better than by winning the contract to scrap the Eiffel Tower?


Like all successful conmen, Victor had done his homework. He had learned everything he could about the Eiffel Tower and its construction, so he sounded like he knew what he was talking about. He was good at psychology too; he took one careful look at Mr Fish – sorry, Monsieur Poisson – and instantly saw what he was looking for: ambition. Conmen love ambitious people because when we’re really focused on getting what we want, we can become blind and deaf to the red lights and alarms that normally go off when we think someone might be trying to fool us. So Victor befriended the ambitious Monsieur Poisson, and even took him away for a weekend in Bordeaux before telling him his bid had been successful. The Eiffel Tower would be his for a bargain price of 1.2 million francs (about a million quid in today’s money).


There was just one tiny thing though. In order to close the deal, it would be necessary for Monsieur Poisson to quietly take care of Victor’s expenses, which he had run up in the course of the negotiations. By ‘expenses’ he really meant a bribe. This would not have been seen as that unusual; Victor was not the only person – then or now – working for a government who would expect his ‘expenses’ to be paid. He suggested a sum of 70,000 francs (about £50,000 in today’s money), which was quite some expenses claim, but Monsieur Poisson was by now completely committed to buying the Eiffel Tower, so he agreed. He paid the 70,000 francs of ‘expenses’ in cash and then he gave a further 1.2 million francs for the Eiffel Tower itself. After that he went home to celebrate the greatest deal of his career, while waiting for the paperwork to arrive.


But the paperwork did not arrive. Victor, on the other hand, arrived in Vienna with 70,000 of Monsieur Poisson’s francs.


[image: Victor, wearing sunglasses, carries a big sack over one shoulder. He holds the sack with his right hand and fans out several banknotes in his left hand. He wears a buttoned shirt, a tie, braces, trousers and formal shoes, with a banknote stuck to the heel of his right shoe.]


Imagine what it was like for Monsieur Poisson to realise that the greatest deal of his career was a complete con? Instead of suddenly upgrading himself to France’s greatest scrap-metal dealer he had allowed himself to be fooled, lost 70,000 francs and was left looking a right Poisson d’Avril. Do you know what that is? It’s what April Fools are called in France.


Meanwhile Victor was living it up in Vienna, a city he knew well because he came from Austria-Hungary (as that part of the world was known back then). Vienna was its very grand capital city. And, as everyone would soon find out, ‘Count Victor’ was not a nobleman at all, just plain Victor Lustig, born into a prosperous family in a little town in Bohemia (an old country that used to be part of the Czech Republic) in 1890.


Victor had been a super-bright child who learned loads of languages and went on to study in Paris. He decided to launch his career as a con artist when he was just nineteen, working the transatlantic liners that cruised between Europe and the United States. He would travel first class – nothing but the best for Victor – and pretend to be a producer of Broadway shows, then persuade other passengers to invest in them. When they did, he would disappear with all their money.


Then when the First World War came along in 1914, Victor moved to the United States. He was eventually caught trying to con a bank in Missouri and sent back to France. That’s when he returned to Paris and came up with the idea to sell the Eiffel Tower.


Anyway, back to that story – there he was now in Vienna, spending Monsieur Poisson’s money and probably having a really good time eating really good cakes like Sachertorte (if you’ve never had one, it is a sponge sandwich with apricot jam in the middle covered with a perfectly smooth and glossy chocolate coat). If it were me in Vienna with 70,000 francs to spend I think I would have eaten a lot of cake, but a good conman never really takes time off and Victor had another idea. You see, he did imagine what it was like to be Monsieur Poisson, and he figured that Mr Poisson would be so embarrassed about having fallen for his story and handing over all that money that he wouldn’t go to the police or even tell anybody about it. So if nobody knew Victor had sold the Eiffel Tower, then why not try and sell it again? And that is exactly what he did.


Victor went back to Paris and invited some more scrap-metal dealers – different ones this time – to a meeting at his office in another posh hotel, telling them the same story he had told Monsieur Poisson: the Eiffel Tower was to be sold for scrap. This time, however, Victor was not so lucky. One of the dealers became suspicious and notified the authorities. But when the police came for Victor he managed to give them the slip and off he went back to the United States.


There, he continued his fascinating career of swindling people. His boldest con was undoubtedly cheating one of the world’s most famous gangsters, Al Capone, out of $5,000. Al Capone, aka Scarface, was the most notorious gangster in Chicago and the boss responsible for the St Valentine’s Day Massacre, when seven members of a rival gang were murdered in broad daylight by his men. After that, Capone’s enemies then tried to have him assassinated, but the hitmen they sent – a dozen or so – were all murdered before they got anywhere near him.


So as you can see, you didn’t mess with Scarface. Well, you didn’t unless you were Victor Lustig. One of the ways gangsters make their living is by lending people money. These loans are not like ones from the bank; they are private arrangements for people who either wouldn’t want a bank to know what they needed the money for, or who were so desperate for money that no bank would lend them a cent. In return, the gangsters demanded very high fees – so high that a lot of the time it was impossible to repay them. Why would a gangster lend someone money if they couldn’t repay it? Because the gangster would then pretty much own the person who owed them the dosh, that’s why. That meant they could get them to do whatever they wanted – or else. Obviously most people would do anything they could to stay away from gangsters, but not Victor. He borrowed $50,000 from Scarface. Then instead of paying him back in expensive instalments (Scarface would have made him pay back MUCH more than $50,000 for the ‘favour’ of having loaned him the money) he went straight back to him and said someone had robbed him and the $50,000 was all gone. Well, how do you think that went down? But then Victor produced the $50,000 after all (which he said he had somehow managed to raise), offering it to Scarface as a gesture of respect. Victor also promised that any extra charges would be paid in full. Al Capone was so impressed by Victor’s bravery (because I don’t think anyone else would have had the nerve to try something like that) that he not only let him off the extra payments, he actually gave him a reward of $5,000. Not a bad day’s work … $5,000 for doing pretty much nothing. And to have conned Scarface himself was a feat without equal.


But my favourite of all his cons – after selling the Eiffel Tower twice, that is – was the Rumanian Box. Again, this sounds so daft it’s hard to imagine anyone falling for it but, believe me, they did. It worked like this: Victor would befriend someone and tell them he had a special box that could make fake banknotes so perfectly they would never be detected. He would then arrange to meet them at his hotel, where he would show them this mysterious box, made from wood and about the size of a trunk, with dials and levers and two slots. He would then take a hundred-dollar bill, insert it into one of the slots, pull the lever and say it would take six hours for the process to be completed so off they should go to have a nice lunch or a stroll somewhere while they waited.


When they returned, Victor would pull another lever and an identical hundred-dollar bill popped out along with the original one. Of course, it was not an identical hundred-dollar bill at all. Victor had taken a load of real hundred-dollar bills out of the bank, all numbered in sequence. He’d then taken two of those bills, carefully changed the last number on the second one to match the number on the first so it looked identical, and secretly put that one in the box with the original. When they both popped out, Victor’s victims fell for his trick and thought the box really had magically duplicated real-looking money. After that, Victor took his victims to the bank and handed over the original unaltered hundred-dollar bill to have it authenticated. Then off they both went for a drink to celebrate, during which Victor would casually mention that he might just be tempted to part with the Rumanian Box if someone made him the right offer. ‘Me, me, me!’ the victim said, so Victor would sell it to them for thousands of dollars. Upon which they would take it home, insert a hundred-dollar bill, turn the lever and come back the next day to find … just the same hundred-dollar bill that they had put into the box, while Victor was nowhere to be found.


Here is a good tip for life: if anyone offers you free money, do not believe them – THERE IS NO SUCH THING! But people do fall for it now and then, because the thought of free money is so tempting.


So what eventually happened to the one and only Victor Lustig? ‘Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practise to deceive’, the saying goes, and so it was with Victor Lustig. In spite of a long and successful career as a conman, he was eventually caught out trying to con a woman with whom he was romantically involved. She discovered that she was not the only one, so she reported him to the police and he was finally arrested in New York in 1935. Sure enough, the police found loads of counterfeit (fake) dollar bills in a locker Victor kept at a subway station, and so he was sent to jail to await trial. But Victor wasn’t going to go down that easily! The day before the trial, Victor made a rope by knotting together sheets he had helped himself to from the laundry cart. He then knocked out a window and lowered himself from his cell in broad daylight, pretending to be the window cleaner. When he got to the pavement, he made a little bow to the people who had stopped to watch him and quickly ran away. Less than a month later he was tracked down by two agents, Firestone and Gruber of the FBI and the Secret Service, and was finally arrested again after a thrilling car chase. This time, Victor ended up in Alcatraz, America’s toughest and most secure prison, with a twenty-year sentence for counterfeiting money.


[image: Victor climbs down a rope made from pieces of fabric tied end to end. He wears a robe, a buttoned shirt, braces, trousers and a pair of formal shoes.]


How would Victor get out of this one? He tried his best to play the system, putting in more than a thousand requests to be moved from the super-tough prison to a medical centre on the grounds of poor health, but those lies, nowhere near his worst, would be the undoing of Victor Lustig. For one day he told the prison guards – again – he was feeling very unwell and needed treatment, but the guards, so fed up with his fake requests for a medical transfer, ignored him instead. But this time Victor really was unwell, with pneumonia, and by the time he was transferred to a medical centre it was too late, and there Victor Lustig died, aged only fifty-seven.











Has Anybody Seen My Brain?





Who is the brainiest person that ever lived? That’s a hard question to answer, because people are brainy in different ways. Some would say Elon Musk – not only an engineering genius and space pioneer, but the richest man in the world. That sounds pretty brainy, doesn’t it? Others might say Leonardo da Vinci, who painted the Mona Lisa (there is a story about her later in this book). Leonardo was also a poet, a scientist and an inventor, which all sounds VERY brainy! Or how about Marie Curie, who won two Nobel Prizes for nuclear physics and pioneered new treatments for cancer? Or maybe there is someone we’ve never even heard of who did their clever thing while cleverly managing to remain entirely unknown? That would be really brainy. But if you want an example of a super-brainy person who loads of people would recognise and very few would argue with, I suggest Albert Einstein.
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