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Hustlers & Con Men




One


The First Hustle


THE COMING of the con man to America was as natural as the peeling back of one frontier after another. He was a woodsman, a peddler, a traveler quite ordinary. He struggled to California in the Gold Rush, plying his devious games in the mud-spattered shanty-built boom towns. His subtle grift could be found, long before the Civil War, in the thick-carpeted salons of the paddle-wheelers slurping and sloshing their Mississippi ways from Illinois to New Orleans. He rode the first rails West in comfort, fleecing his fellow passengers with a smile.


In the cobblestoned East he was a hawker, a mobile seller of wares and nostrums, a drifter of easy manner and average garb, appearing at town meetings and country fairs. He also moved, formally attired and scented, through stylish High Society, bilking, through the embryonic American business world. But for the most part he was a ubiquitous, nameless individual, employing against the naive such simple cons as three-card monte, banco, chuck-a-luck, green goods, the gold brick, the country send, the Spanish prisoner. Sometimes he was a man of repute who risked reputation and identity in big cons (later to be termed “the big store”), protected only by audacity and will.


Precedent for the games of these wily wags had long been set by spectacular European harbingers. Con man and credit trimmer Richard Town had so incurred the wrath of his high-placed victims that in London, on May 23, 1712, he was hanged for secreting fifteen tons of tallow on board a ship and attempting to flee with his money, thus defrauding creditors. Town’s open-air execution before a cheering multitude was highlighted by the fact that the day was his birthday. This suave con man stood coolly on the scaffold and shouted in a stentorian voice: “My friends, this is my birthday. I see you have come to help me honor it.” To an attractive lady nearby he remarked: “Madam, my compliments, and thank you for coming to my adventure.” True to the unruffled demeanor that was to hallmark those of his miscreant trade, Town then adjusted the cap over his head and cavalierly signaled the drop to fall.


John Law’s Fantastic Bubble


After Town’s fabulous demise, Europe became pockmarked by a plague of celebrated con artists. Hot on Town’s heels was Edinburgh-born John Law, ugly, ill-tempered, trained in finance by a banker father, a born confidence man whose wild schemes would bring about the economic ruination of France. Branded a murderer and fugitive, Law fled England after killing a man named “Beau” Wilson in a one-sided duel over the dubious affections of one Elizabeth Villiers (later Countess of Orkney). Obtaining a directorship in the Bank of Amsterdam, Law befriended the Duke of Orleans, who was to become regent for France’s Louis XV. Through the Duke, Law was appointed head of the Banque General and later Controller-Général of France’s money.


The country was then hopelessly in debt, $625 million owed for the extravagant wars and whims of the hedonistic Louis XIV, and Law’s plan to solve the financial dilemma was to float paper currency—government secured bank notes—and create a national elastic monetary system. Coinage was called in and restamped with half its weight in metal without losing its former face value. To this scheme Law added, in 1717, a government-backed con history would call “the Mississippi Bubble.” Law developed the Mississippi Company, the purported intention of which was to develop the vast trading riches of French Louisiana, but his real aim was to exploit the company’s stock, and this he did on a level so broad that the entire country was seized by a frenzy of speculation. Blessed by the Duke, the government, and the decaying royalty, Law opened lavish offices at the Hotel de Soissons and initiated his financial rape.


By 1720 Paris was a madhouse, jammed, it seemed, by every citizen in France attempting to buy Mississippi Company stock. Formerly poor people retired wealthy in months, purchasing Law’s phony stock and reselling it to the desperate at 120 percent profit, just as Law, on a grander scale, was doing. (American confidence man William F. Miller would, in 1899, offer a 520 percent short-term increase on money invested in his bogus Franklin Syndicate; Charles Ponzi of Boston would also follow Law’s Peter-to-Paul game, with variations, in 1919). Not a ship departed for Louisiana to develop its much-touted wealth of trade, yet tens of thousands kept purchasing empty stock certificates, the soaring rate of which was impossible to comprehend. In the summer of 1720 a 500-livre share vaulted to a value of 18,000 livres.


The boom made everyone artificially rich. Living space was at such a premium that houses renting for $200 a year rocketed to $4,000 a month. A cobbler retired after renting his narrow stall to brokers for 200 livres ($40) a day. And apocryphal or not, one report had it that a “hunchback made a small fortune by standing still at various points in the almost inconceivable crush and allowing the use of his deformed back as a desk for a reasonable fee.”


Unprepared and overextended the nation was stunned at the exposé revealing Law’s stocks to be useless; there simply was no Mississippi Company. John Law, dressed as a beggar, escaped to the border and disappeared. His departure at the threat of public lynching was so hasty that he thoughtlessly left behind sacks of accumulated gold and jewels, an enormous fortune, and vanished as penniless as he had made France.


In that same year, 1720, another highbinder, Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford and Mortimer, who had been made Chancellor of the Exchequer and Lord High Treasurer, almost brought England to ruin in an identical scheme (hatched in 1711) with the collapse of the phony South Sea Company. American John Morris would duplicate the “bubble” con game with the corrupt Louisiana Lottery, begun during the Civil War and surviving exposure for thirty years. The Mizener brothers, Wilson and Addison, con men supreme were to blow the Florida real estate bubble to fantastic proportions, and reap fortunes before its explosion in the mid-1920s.


The Humbugging Humberts


Another redoubtable European con artist was a French peasant woman, Thérèse Dauignac, whose fake claims of inherited millions in the late ι870s brought her $14 million in glittering wealth (a swindle copied thirty years later by the American con woman Cassie Chadwick, who made arcane claim to being Andrew Carnegie’s illegitimate daughter). Married to Frederick Humbert, Thérèse announced in her poverty-bare Paris home that she had been left $20 million by an American industrialist, Robert Henry Crawford, whom she had nursed back to health while he was in the throes of a deadly disease.


Madame Humbert slyly enlisted the French courts as her accomplices, instituting false claims and counterclaims by fictitious people avariciously seeking the Crawford fortune. She created Crawford’s two nephews (as, indeed, she had Crawford), Robert and Henry, who were, in reality, her two brothers Emile and Romaine. Posing as the American millionaire’s relatives, these two actually obtained a court order that sealed a large safe in which the Crawford money allegedly reposed. The safe stood, adorned with the colorful legal seals of France, in the middle of the Humbert salon for thirty years while Madame Humbert blithely borrowed millions against its contents. She and her clan were careful to continue to wage bitter warfare in the courts over the Crawford money, until the estate became an interminable legal web that confounded lawyers and judges alike. No one dared, once the official governmental seals were placed on the safe, to challenge its contents, and creditors in legions showered the Humberts with wealth at highly usurious rates.


Unlike the traditional portrait of the French temptress, Madame Humbert was, according to an acquaintance, “short, stout, yellow-skinned, obese, she looked the typical French cook.” She was uneducated, spoke with a lisp and a thick Provençal accent, and repelled and alarmed the most solicitous (and probing) visitors to her salon. Her iron nerve never faltered through the three decades in which she gave the most lavish parties, balls, and dinners in Paris. The crème of French society delightedly attended her baroque fetes, and these social lions were, when possible, eventually exploited or compromised by the Humberts on behalf of their incredible claims.


The dazzle, dash, and spectacle of the Humbert clan popped to nothingness in 1902, when creditors got a court order and forced open the legendary Crawford safe. Inside was found, not the $20 million in securities, but a little more than $1,000 in negotiable bonds, an empty jewel box, and some brass buttons. A dozen Humbert creditors committed suicide the next day, but the extent of the punishment meted out to the family was short jail terms, such was the grudging French admiration for Madame Humbert’s long-lived con.


Watering Stock with Daniel Drew


Americans, in typically pioneer spirit, were quick to emulate the confidence games so boldly practiced by their European forerunners, and one in particular led the way at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the notorious robber baron rascal Daniel Drew, whose ill-gotten financial empire was built upon one con game after another. Drew, a towering, rail-thin, lean-faced individual, began fastidiously small, but would later connive to steal millions, and like many a money potentate before and after, attempt to exculpate his deeds by public thrusts at piety and charity. (He founded Drew Seminary and headed several religious committees in New York, one of which, in 1852, purchased and razed the Old Brewery, a charnel house where hundreds of murders and vile crimes had been committed.)


[image: Crafty Daniel Drew, who began by watering livestock and ended watering stock certificates. (UPI)]


One of Drew’s first victims was Henry Astor, John Jacob’s brother. In 1815 Drew was scrounging his living as a chief drover of Ohio cattle herds, a comic figure wearing a huge, floppy hat and baggy pants and urging his gaunt cattle forward with a battered umbrella. En route to Astor’s New York cattle station, Drew ordered his men not to let the cattle drink water for three days, further dictating that salt be liberally mixed with their feed. Shortly before arriving at the Astor station, Drew allowed the half-mad cows to drink their fill. Hours later the herd, each animal enormously bloated, were weighed, while Astor made the astonishing remark, “Drew, that’s the finest-looking herd of cattle I’ve seen.”


Collecting his cash for the watered stock, Drew vanished, leaving Astor cursing the following day as he inspected a stockyard full of sickly, rib-thin cows.


Drew, a man who never learned to write, realized that if he could water stock for a huge profit, he could do the same with securities and bonds. He invested his cattle-fraud monies in sawdust- and meat-packing firms, broken-down inns, and a shoddy ferry line allegedly designed to compete with Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt. The boat service was a ruse designed to get Vanderbilt to buy the line out. The Commodore paid an exorbitant fee to eliminate Drew’s line, only to discover that the competition consisted of one paddle-wheeler, the Water Witch, a jumble of patched-up splinters that would not bring salvage money.


With glee, Drew, fast becoming America’s first illiterate tycoon, continued to prey on the surprisingly gullible Vanderbilt, a rogue in his own right, who kept coming back for more, a classic mark in the annals of con. The Drew-Vanderbilt financial battles were really jousts between con men extraordinary. Vanderbilt’s prosaic plans always called for the same tactic—buy, consume, own. “What do I care for the law?” he once proclaimed. “I got the power, ain’t I?” He put his faith in money and drew his meager philosophy from Pilgrim’s Progress, reportedly the only book he ever read in his eighty years of covetous life.


Gould and Fisk, the First Super Con Men


Drew plotted Vanderbilt’s end with two cunning con men of expansive ambitions, the calculating and unconscionable Jay Gould, who loved nothing but wealth and gardening, and the slothful rake Big Jim Fisk. Both men qualified as Drew’s protégés. By the age of thirty-three Gould had cheated two partners out of a successful leather goods factory and become an expert stock manipulator on the New York Stock Exchange. Fisk, once a circus barker, had bought and sold cheap war contracts and made a fortune as a carpetbagger in the financially crippled South following the Civil War. In 1867 Daniel Drew appointed these two suave crooks directors of the Erie Railroad, in which he owned large blocks of stock, and which he knew Vanderbilt lusted to. add to his own New York Central line.


The plot hatched by Drew and his pernicious lieutenants was uncomplicated. They would simply con Vanderbilt into believing that by buying up enormous chunks of Erie stock he could corner the market. But there would be no end to the stock.


Vanderbilt immediately purchased the first blocks of Erie as they appeared on the market. Several million dollars later the Commodore, knowing he had bought up enough shares to corner the market on the railroad, suspected that Drew and his henchmen were selling short, borrowing certificates from other stockholders with the intention of buying them back at deflated prices from the lenders once they had broken Vanderbilt.


Examining the situation, Vanderbilt belly-laughed: “Why, I’ve got more shares than were ever issued on this company.” He planned to resell the shares to Drew, but at $1 million a share, which would break old Daniel. On the floor of the Stock Exchange, bedlam took over when Vanderbilt’s corner was made known. Erie stock skyrocketed, but to Vanderbilt’s astonishment, thousands of shares kept appearing on the market, none of which were released by him; he would never foolishly break his own corner.


The appearance of this extra stock was due to a watering process dear to the heart of Daniel Drew. Fisk and Gould had bought a small printing press and were simply running off thousands of extra shares. The massive, gaudily dressed Fisk was quoted as saying: “If this printing press don’t break down, I’ll be damned if I don’t give that old hog [Vanderbilt] all he wants of Erie!” The trick worked. Erie’s value raced upward to $57 million before a broker on the Exchange floor fainted when the ink on one of the railroad’s certificates smeared under his thumb pressure. Fisk and Gould had been printing the stock so fast the ink hadn’t time to dry. The discovery threw the Exchange into a panic never before seen in American history. Not only Erie stock but almost all others plummeted to the bottom, and as one writer reported, “High above the bedlam sounded the mad roars of Commodore Vanderbilt, who was said to have lost $7 million in fifteen minutes.”


Old Daniel Drew had not broken Vanderbilt, but he had certainly bilked millions out of his pockets, and in the process had established the rogues Fisk and Gould as super con men of enormous wealth. As directors of the debunked line, they first fled melodramatically, escaping process servers in the middle of the night, with $6 million in cash stuffed into their pockets, aboard the New Jersey ferry, owned, ironically, by Vanderbilt. Next, Gould traveled incognito to Albany, New York, where he blatantly bribed the state legislature into legalizing the extra Erie stock dumped on the hapless Vanderbilt, plus much more, enough to keep Gould on as a director of the railroad. Such Machiavellian moves were then possible; there were no state and federal restrictions to hamper wholesale bribery.


Gould not only survived legal attempts to jail him for his part in the Erie War, but with his new fortune he attempted, two years later, on September 24, 1869, to corner the gold market. There was then about $15 million in gold in nationwide circulation, and with the help of his con pal Fisk, who worked diligently on President Grant to involve him in the scheme by ordering Federal gold reserves off the market, Gould squeezed the price of gold upward.


When Grant learned of Gould’s corner, however, he balked and ordered the Treasury to step in and sell off government gold. Through well-paid spies in the government, Gould learned of Grant’s move and sold off his gold stock, netting about $20 million. His scheme worked, and with his gains this phenomenal con artist then bought New York City’s “El” lines, Western Union, and the Union Pacific Railroad, the latter “already floating on a sea of watered stock.” Yet Gould managed to gut it further, reaping huge profits. Fisk fared equally, buying the Grand Opera House and involving himself in innumerable cons with political boss Marcy Tweed. (He would be shot to death by another schemer, Ned Stokes, on January 6, 1872, in a passionate dispute over Fisk’s mistress, Josie Mansfield. Fisk’s wife Lucy kissed him on his deathbed, murmuring, “he was a good boy.”)


Master manipulator Drew stopped chortling over his successful cons in 1873, however, when a selling panic ruined him in the Exchange, leaving him with listed assets of about $500. These included a “seal-skin coat, watch and chain, bibles and hymn books.” Though his mentor had collapsed on bad times, Gould went on to further successful skullduggery, his coffers brimming until he met another confidence man more than equal to his own cunning.


[image: Robber baron Jay Gould (left) and his partner and fellow stock-rigger Big Jim Fisk. (UPI)]


Gordon-Gordon Cons a Con Man


This nemesis first appeared mysteriously across the Atlantic, in the form of an elegantly attired Edinburgh gentleman named Lord Glencairn. In the winter of 1868, Lord Glencairn, preceded by his valet-secretary, who wore a large cockade in his hat representing a royal commission held by his master, sauntered into the glittering jewelry salon owned by Marshall and Son, Edinburgh’s leading dealer in rare jewels. On this first visit, Glencairn selected several gems, paying for them with an impressive check, which cleared and thus established his gilt-edged credit. For months he bought more jewels, but on credit. The owners became alarmed in early spring, 1869, when they discovered Lord Glencairn owed them more than £25,000 for his purchases. Failure to pay their many bills caused Marshall and Son to summon the police, but their investigation proved fruitless. Lord Glencairn and his gewgawed secretary had vanished, taking with them baubles valued at close to $100,000. A thorough check revealed that no such Lord Glencairn existed, and the young, handsome con man posing as same was thought to have exited for America.


Two years later, in 1871, this individual—his true name was never learned—surfaced, of all places, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, this time under the bogus title of Lord Gordon-Gordon. He quickly established his stately English background and wealth by registering at the best hotel and depositing $40,000 in the leading bank. He announced to Colonel John S. Loomis, land commissioner of the Northern Pacific Railroad, that he intended to buy up vast tracts of railroad land on which to relocate his impoverished tenants in Scotland. Such a land boom, he quietly announced at a banquet of the state’s leading citizens, would, no doubt, greatly enrich Minnesota.


Lord Gordon-Gordon was a meticulous con man, tall and slender, his garb the height of fashion. A new silk hat adorned his head, and patent-leather gloves covered manicured fingernails. Starved for social status, the Minnesotans eagerly became his easy marks. The homes of the rich were thrown open to him en masse, although he was careful to attend only the most important parties.


Businessmen organized an expedition in which Lord Gordon-Gordon could inspect the rich lands adjacent to the railroads, particularly the Northern Pacific, which footed the bill. For weeks Gordon-Gordon was pampered, traveling in private rail cars and surrounded by caravans of wagons filled with servants and luxuries. One historian reported that “two palatial wall tents were provided for his exclusive use, in one of them, with silver and the loveliest china, were served to him viands that would have enraptured Epicurus. Fruit was brought from Mexico for him, curaçao from the Spice Islands, dry Monopole from its fragrant home. His table was like Montezuma’s.”


After three delirious months of fetes and balls, the magnificent noble, having selected hundreds of thousands of acres upon which he would build bright new cities, carefully pointing out to the pious Minnesotans where the churches and schools would be, departed for the East to arrange transfer of his funds from Scotland in payment for the land, which had already been marked sold.


Gordon-Gordon moved, carefully and in style, toward New York City and his intended victim, crafty Jay Gould. He and a retinue of servants made leisurely stops along the way, establishing his identity in the press and in quarters of High Society. His coming was well publicized, and in February 1872 Gordon-Gordon, with much pomp, took up residence in the finest suite of rooms the fashionable Metropolitan Hotel had to offer.


As he had with Marshall and Son in Scotland and with the prominent citizens of Minneapolis, Lord Gordon-Gordon sent off forged letters of introduction from impeccable British leaders, containing glowing recommendations of the millionaire lord and asking one and all to treat him with the respect and honor commensurate with one of his noble bearing and background. One of these delicately worded missives was delivered to journalistic oracle and New York Tribune editor Horace Greeley, who, eager to please the mighty in the knowledge that he would soon be a candidate for the American Presidency, scurried to the Metropolitan to pay homage.


Upon Greeley’s arrival, Lord Gordon-Gordon’s manservant presented him with another letter, a glowing report on the nobleman’s magnanimity and his staggering purchases of Northern Pacific lands, written by the already duped railroad commissioner, Loomis. The editor was awed by Gordon-Gordon’s display of wealth, his liveried servants, his monogrammed silverware and napkins at a sumptuous feast. They were soon fast friends, and the lord finally, with a great display of discretion, revealed to Greeley that he and his English associates had quietly bought up millions of shares of Erie Railroad stock—enough, it appeared, to take control of the line at the next election of the board of directors. Greeley was delighted when the Right Honorable Lord told him he wanted the line “cleaned up,” that its horrible reputation was no doubt attributable to the activities of one Jay Gould, its president and manager. “I’ve heard that he’s an impossible rascal, dear me,” fluttered Gordon-Gordon. “That simply won’t do, will it, Mr. Greeley?” He dropped the matter as obviously repugnant to the tastes of a cultured gentleman, but allowed after several more meetings with Greeley and other important stockholders of the line, his so-called ideas for “reform” to be literally pried out of him.


Daubing his powdered cheek with a lace handkerchief, Lord Gordon-Gordon mumbled something about such an “unpleasant topic of conversation,” but with a sigh admitted that he and his British associates felt it would be best for the railroad’s tarnished image, not to mention its stock value, if Mr. Jay Could would resign as the director of the line. Greeley, Colonel Thomas A. Scott, and other honest stockholders were gleeful at the prospect, but Gould, who employed Erie as a buffer and front for his many other cons, was terrified.


One of the most accomplished con artists of his day, Gould, through the bona fide information passed along by Greeley, Scott, and others, sincerely believed his ouster imminent, and desperately sought to head off Gordon-Gordon’s move. After applying pressure through friends, Gould arranged a meeting with the hesitant lord in his suite of rooms. Gould came right to the point.


“What’s your interest in Erie?”


Gordon-Gordon sipped his tea and whispered over his cup: “I presently own thirty millions of the stock, my friends another twenty millions. You see, we control the whole.”


The soft-speaking lord then added that he thought it best that Mr. Gould step down from his post as president, thus completing what latter-day con men would term “the stall,” establishing conditions apparently to prevent the mark from making his money—in Gould’s case, to prevent him from continuing to gut Erie and through its prestige other interests—a direct challenge that compelled the mark to overcome any obstacle looming in his path on his way to the riches.


The robber baron was shocked, white faced, fist clenched and speechless—but only for seconds. Gordon-Gordon then implemented the stage of the classic con known as “the hurrah” and invited Gould, with ever so friendly gestures and words, to “talk it over” while they shared the lord’s ample breakfast.


Back-peddling, Gordon-Gordon proceeded to strengthen his position by detailing his background to Gould as if merely making social conversation. This subtle con man talked candidly of his career and family, telling the uneducated Gould that he had taken his seat in Parliament at the age of twenty-two as the youngest member of the House of Lords, that he was a confidant of Queen Victoria, bless her heart, and had accomplished scores of secret missions on her behalf, one of which involved sensitive negotiations with that war-mongering Bismarck. The lord smilingly told of the Queen’s undying gratitude for his diplomatic pacification of the German warlord.


At that moment, previously arranged and scheduled by Gordon-Gordon, Horace Greeley was shown into the suite, and entered the conversation about Gould’s resignation from Erie, an unwitting witness to the imposter’s proposals. Gould was told by Gordon-Gordon that he might reconsider his staying on as the railroad’s manager if he would institute honest policies laid down by the lord.


Gould gushed promises to do so.


“I’m afraid,” intoned the lord, “it requires more than mere words. You must show me by satisfactory proofs that what you state to me is true.”


“If you will aid me,” Gould stated, “I will be most happy to place my resignation in your hands, to hold and activate should I fail.” Further, Gould, in his desperation to appease this holier-than-thou Englishman, tried to convince Gordon-Gordon to buy more Erie stock with him.


The Englishman blanched, and in a great act of recovery, declined the suggestion, haughtily retorting, with bristling indignation: “My dear Gould, I am not in the habit of having my credulity and my pocket tested at the same time!”


Withering under the testy rebuke, Gould stammered: “Please excuse me . . . I don’t mean it that way . . . I will carry the stock both for you and myself.”


Lord Gordon-Gordon leaned back in his chair, a portrait of pensiveness; then, with measured words, he agreed to allow Gould to remain in his lofty position, adding that he could see reason in accepting Gould’s shares, 20,000 at $35 a share in all, and holding these and Gould’s written resignation as a sort of security that he would act ethically on Erie’s behalf. He went on to point out that he had spent more than $1 million in gathering together his English investors, lobbying for legal security in Albany and various “investigations.” This paltry sum, Gordon-Gordon calmly stated, could be properly charged against the company, since it was expended on behalf of Erie.


The suggestion did not take Gould aback. He was more than familiar with milking his own company, and he happily agreed to cover half of the lord’s expenditures by placing in his hands, for safekeeping only and as a measure of his own good faith, the tidy sum of half a million dollars. As Gould angrily testified later in court: “In view of the fact that he had made these advances personally and that the success of the new plan would depend very much on my good faith and his cooperation, I agreed to deposit with him securities and money to the extent of about one-half of his expense, or about five hundred thousand dollars. This pledge was not to be used by him, but was to be returned to me on my carrying out my part of the agreement.”


Gordon-Gordon was satisfied, his fears for Gould’s honesty abated when the shares were delivered. Hours after receiving the securities, however, Gould received a note from the lord pointing out an “error in the footing.” Afraid to raise the Englishman’s displeasure, Gould quickly delivered another $40,000 in stock, and to quiet any further tremors the lord might have concerning his character, a package containing $200,000 in cash, which was to be held in escrow.


“I would appreciate a receipt,” Gould said. “A formality.”


Gordon-Gordon, on the brink of accomplishing the final stage of the game—“the sting,” as it would later be known—showed marvelous nerve, willing to turn his back completely on the suavest confidence game of the nineteenth century, a game that had taken him months of elaborate preparation and moves. Without an eyelid fluttering, he shrugged, and more or less threw the money and securities back into Gould’s trembling hands. “Gould, the thought that my word is inadequate security in any business transaction is both insulting and intolerable.” With that the plucky Englishman went to a chair, sat down, and with an unconcerned air began to read what appeared to be confidential reports on Erie.


Wily Jay Gould, for the first time in his nefarious life, was nonplused. He headed for the door, then stopped halfway, turned, and walked to a table, where he gently placed the stocks and money. The financial barracuda meekly stated to Gordon-Gordon, who refused even to look in his direction, “I always ask for business receipts as a matter of form but—” and he must have come close to choking on the words—“in your case, Lordship, your word, of course, will be more than sufficient.”


Gould was stung, and Gordon-Gordon wasted no time in disposing of the stocks, selling blocks in Philadelphia. When the sales were made known to Gould, he exploded and demanded the return of the cash and securities. Greeley acted as a bewildered emissary and delivered these to Gould, who immediately realized he had been short-changed by more than $150,000. He swore out a warrant for the Englishman’s arrest and filed suit, employing the distinguished lawyers David Dudley Field and Elihu Root. But Gordon-Gordon was not ready to give up the pretense. He would battle the robber baron in court, he announced, and Gould’s old enemies scrambled to the lord’s defense. Vanderbilt, still seeking revenge for the watered Erie stock caper, put up Gordon-Gordon’s bail of $40,000 through his son-in-law Horace Clark. One-legged General Daniel Sickles, hero of Gettysburg and an Erie stockholder several times bilked by Drew and Gould, rushed to court to become the Englishman’s legal counsel.


Gordon-Gordon’s appearance in court the first day of the trial was amazingly aloof, and he succeeded in convincing everyone save the Gould faction of his sincerity. That night, however, Gould went near mad with delight as his dozens of cables inquiring of British authorities as to Lord Gordon-Gordon’s veracity were answered. He was an unknown imposter, came the word. Triumph grinning in his face, Gould entered the courtroom the following day, but he, along with everyone else, waited for Gordon-Gordon’s appearance in vain.


It was time, the imposter resolved, after the first day of legal battle, to flee. It was only a matter of time, he knew, before his pose would be pricked by English officials. He left with his $150,000 loot, in the middle of the night on a fast train bound for Canada.


Gould offered $25,000 for his capture. The bilked firm of Marshall and Son sent investigators on his trail from Scotland. Even the Minneapolis citizens, more angry over being duped socially than over losing money to this scoundrel, streamed across the Canadian border in search of the fabulous imposter. Gordon-Gordon took refuge in the distant outpost of Fort Garry, Manitoba, where he successfully fought off extradition through authorities gulled by his handsomeness and charm. Several attempts by Minnesotans to kidnap him and return him to the United States were fouled by Canadian police (Five Americans—two of whom would become governors of Minnesota, the other three congressmen—were jailed for attempting the kidnapping.)


Thomas Smith, the clerk at Marshall and Son who had sold Gordon-Gordon jewels in Edinburgh, then arrived at Fort Garry, and on behalf of his firm identified the con man and swore out a warrant for his arrest. He obtained an order for “Lord Glencairn’s” return to Scotland to stand trial. He was not believed by the Canadians, who had fallen in the sway of Gordon-Gordon’s charms, but Smith prevailed, and, surprisingly, the Englishman agreed to return to Britain to quash these “foolish charges.”


A great ball was given in his honor, a going-away party, by one of Fort Garry’s leading citizens. At 3:00 A.M., weary of the festivities at which he was the witty, affable core of attention, Gordon-Gordon beamed his good-nights and closed the door of a guest room. Moments later a shot echoed. He was found sprawled dead on the floor, a bullet through his temple. Thus ended in high drama, as Gordon-Gordon intended, one of America’s first truly Big Cons.


The Hustler of Early High Society


Gordon-Gordon was not the first imposter-con to tread American shores in search of guile-gotten riches, but of the early pioneers in the field he was one of the most spectacular. Predating Gordon-Gordon was Colonel Novena whose games were, albeit less ostentatious, certainly no less original in that golden age of gullibility. He was a high-society con man who moved with ease in and out of the splendorous homes of the rich. His real name was Julian Cinquez, but he was known to his blue book admirers at various stages of his career as General Alverosa, Count Antonelli, Sir Richard Murray, and his own favorite alias, Colonel M. Novena, under which his debut was made in 1859.


Migrating from Havana, this necromancer was to become one of the first business con men in America. His charm was boundless, and his manner and looks elevated his image to that of any cultured gentleman he wished to be. A retired, obscure member of the American Secret Service, George S. McWatters, writing in an equally obscure tome, Detectives of Europe and America; or Life in the Secret Service, described Novena, in his rather florid style, as “no small man in his way. He was a handsome man, too, possessing a finely shaped face, with large, dark, not quite black, eyes and eyelashes, such as would rouse the enthusiasm of the master painters and which gave to those eyes that sweet alluring expression so irresistible to women; or when reflecting the light of anger from them added a twofold horror to their expression, enough to make the strongest man quail, for the man seemed then a very demon.” Standing five feet ten, considerably tall for that period, he was well built, finely proportioned, a perfect ladies’ man of the type so popular in the ante-bellum South, where grace, dignity, strength, and charm counted for everything. George McWatters added admiringly: “Novena was as lithe and flexible as a cat, or better, perhaps, a tiger.”


The faultlessly dressed Colonel was a wonder at imitations. He could assume the dulcet-toned pose of the literary savant or the harsh stolidity of a Dutch judge. Equipped with a stunning portfolio of letters from famous Americans that he had collected over the years, he was invited to the most lavish parties of the era.


One of the first mandatory stops in his roaming was Washington, D.C. Access to the President and other dignitaries in the White House was then a fairly easy matter. No American President had been assassinated as yet, and few guards bothered to ask the business of any visitor. Novena simply walked in one day and chatted with President Buchanan, who so much enjoyed his cordial company he invited the bogus Colonel to dine many times.


Letters from Buchanan, as well as from Andrew Johnson, General John C. Fremont, Chief Justice Taney, and Secretary Seward, soon swelled Novena’s brief, and all of these special letters were made known to the socially prominent who invited the Colonel into their homes. While the women were doting upon the suave Novena, he borrowed money, considerable sums, from their husbands with no intention of repayment. “It’s only until I can draw upon my New York account,” he would say, or “till my manager in Havana forwards my dividends in plantation interests.”


This ploy soon wore thin, but no legal action was taken. Though some wealthy men lost thousands to Novena in this manner, they dismissed him as a mere adventurer who brought a chuckle and a smile. “Novena? That rogue? Ah, well, his company was worth the price,” one lender pooh-poohed.


The good Colonel, after exhausting social welcomes in Baltimore, Richmond, and Philadelphia, suddenly appeared at receptions in the smarter homes along New York’s Fifth Avenue. All barriers were down to him, and this time he chose not to borrow a dime. His scheme was brighter. Once socially established, Novena optioned ten or twelve adjoining lots in a distinguished but underdeveloped section of the city, publicly announcing that this would be the site of an architectural wonder, the Novena Building. Producing architects’ drawings, the Colonel displayed on paper an eye-popping structure of magnitude and magnificence. It would, however, only take up the three comer lots, plans for the others remaining a mouth-watering mystery.


Rich land speculators in 1859 found Novena’s reluctance to let them in on the project unnerving, and began to offer him sums ten, twenty times the value of his optioned land, property Novena had not paid for. Just as reluctantly he sold off the surrounding lots, even the land the wonderful Novena Building itself was destined to sit upon. The Colonel then departed New York, his architectual plans and plentiful profits jamming a carpetbag. None of his options were ever picked up, of course, but, ironically, many of his original sites were developed into thriving business areas.


[image: Sophie Lyons was a pathfinder in American con; she later became America’s first gossip and society columnist. (UPI)]


Novena is credited with being the innovator of this real-estate con game, the first in American criminal history to employ it successfully. But he was only the first of many firsts in the ever-increasing army of confidence men (and women) who would mulct millions out of the pockets of the American public.


One of Novena’s hard-working peers was Sophie Lyons, considered by most to be America’s first important con woman, an enterprising harlot who graduated from whoredom to hustle after wedding master bank burglar Ned Lyons. A squat five feet two, matronly Sophie managed, from 1862 when associated with the cream of New York’s under-world—Marm Mandelbaum, Adam Worth, Mark Shinburn (later “Baron” Shinburn, who retired with his stolen loot to the French Riviera)—to her retirement in the 1890s to steal, according to Pinkerton Detective estimates, more than $1 million in confidence games. Sophie embarrassed and humbled every police department on the East Coast when, in 1897, she went to work for the New York World and became the nation’s first society columnist.


The Fleecing of Oscar Wilde


In the late 1860s, such flamboyant confidence men as “Hungry Joe” Lewis emerged to fleece the mighty. Hungry Joe plied his trade, usually banco—even then an ancient con, and from whence the word “bunko” came—for twenty years, making big scores. He, Tom O’Brien (who murdered the originator of the gold brick con, Reed Waddell, in Paris in March 1895), and Charles P. Miller, known as “King of the Banco Men,” specialized in taking wealthy suckers, the more notable and reputable the better, as these gentlemen were less apt to admit to police they had been conned.


In 1882 Hungry Joe struck up an acquaintance in New York with Oscar Wilde, when the English author was on an American lecture tour. Posing as a struggling writer-painter, Hungry Joe dined several times with Wilde at the Hotel Brunswick, always as the author’s guest. He suggested a game of chance to Wilde, who, then in his cups, jovially agreed, following Lewis to an old brownstone on Seventeenth Street, not far from where Wilde was staying. In an all-night sharper’s game, Lewis, Miller, and O’Brien fleeced the naive poet out of $1,500 in cash and his personal check for an additional $5,000. Wilde staggered home, a physical and mental wreck, while the confidence men headed for the bank.


Regaining his senses and realizing he had been conned, Wilde raced to the Park National Bank, upon which he had written his check, and stopped payment just as Hungry Joe and his friends arrived. Spotting Wilde, a large man with hamhock fists doubled, jaw jutting in anger, Hungry Joe beat a quick retreat, content with the $1,500 in cash.


Bilking with Bathos


Confidence men grew up with America, from high rollers like Hungry Joe, whose annual take for twenty years, by his own average, was more than $100,000, to the lowest con artists, like “The Crying Kid.” The nineteenth century was much less demanding of the innovative and inventive. The Crying Kid, who operated in the 1870s, said of his near simpleton marks: “Even when they’ve been taken, they’ll come back for more. They’re the sort of hick you can sting twice in the same place and get away with it.”


The Crying Kid, a horse-race slicker, easily demonstrated his theory by touting horses to rubes inside pool rooms, knowing the nags would lose and betting with other sharpers against the marks’ bets. When a victim learned his horse had lost, he would walk angrily from the pool room looking for the Kid, not unreasonably desirous of jamming the Kid’s “inside tip” down the con man’s throat fist first. To the sucker’s chagrin, he would find the Crying Kid waiting for him outside the pool-room, earning every letter in his moniker. The Kid would hang his head pathetically and lament with near-hysterical sobs: “I’m through! Every nickel I had in the world was on that dawg’s nose. I steered you wrong, pal, but I played it straight . . . right alongside you. Everything is gone now . . . I’m gonna bump myself off, that’s what I’m gonna do, and I’m gonna spend my last quarter for a bottle of carbolic . . . So long, friend . . .”


In almost every instance, the victim was so moved by the Crying Kid’s performance that he quickly reached into his pockets and gave the con man more money, to prevent his suicide as well as to feed his nine mythical children. The Kid took the money reluctantly, sobbing fitfully and choking out his gratitude, and the sucker departed, feeling much better. “It eased their conscience a good deal,” the Kid remarked, “to know they had saved me from self-destruction,” not to mention forgetting the bum steer he had given them in the first place.


Early American con men—Jimmy McViccor, Joe MacDonald, Billy Knight, Buck Boatright, Ben Marks, George Pole, John Henry Strosnider, Charley Gondorf (his name was changed to Henry, as was his place in history, in the movie, The Sting), Willie “The Sleepy Kid” Loftus, Big Joe Turley, Charley Drucker, the Honeygrove Kid—developed, modified, and streamlined the confidence game into society’s most sophisticated criminal act. In the 1920s the allegedly retired con artist W. C. Crosby knowledgeably stated that “confidence is a business, and, like all business, changes and conforms to conditions . . . con takes rise from the conditions of life about it and adapts itself as does social life. And con plays an invariable chord in the human make-up—good, old earthy greed. But this greed must be played upon according to the times and circumstances . . . con is perennial . . . con grows constantly greater. . . .”




Two


The Ancient Games


OF THE OLDEST con games in America, front runners have to be the shells and three-card monte, a toss-up for the historic first. The shell game, practiced on rubes at country fairs and circuses, was popular up and down the Mississippi in the early 1830s. Most expert at this con was Jim Miner, King of the Shell Men, who was also known as “Umbrella Jim.”


Miner carried an umbrella with him rain or shine, ergo the sobriquet. Astonishingly fast with his hands, he moved the small rubber ball, or sometimes a pea, under three metal or wooden cups or shells with such dexterity for thirty years that his fortune was said to be more than $1 million when he retired.


Umbrella Jim would attract his suckers at station landings or on board luxurious riverboats by waving his parasol in a circle and chanting doggerel that was to become more than familiar to the thousands he duped over the decades:


A little fun, just now and then,


Is relished by the best of men.


If you have nerve, you may have plenty;


Five draws you ten, and ten draws twenty.


Attention given, I’ll show to you,


How Umbrella hides the peek-a-boo.


Select your shell, the one you choose;


If right, you win; if not, you lose;


The game itself is lots of fun,


Jim’s chances, though, are two to one;


And I tell you your chance is slim


To win a prize from Umbrella Jim.


As a crowd assembled, one, sometimes two, cappers (also called “steerers” or “shills”) would step forward boldly and bet heavily that he or they could outguess the deft Miner. These accomplices always won. The suckers were then primed, and stepping up gingerly, convinced that Miner could be beaten as the shills had demonstrated, plunked down their money and immediately lost everything to the fast-talking, mercurial-handed Miner.


Three-Card Monte


It took incredible naïveté to play into the hands of a shell game expert, but most early citizens west of the Alleghenies were ripe for just such an unsophisticated con, and many came to do the plucking. At about the same time a Spanish con game imported from Mexico became the most popular frontier game that offered no hope at winning for any suckers. This was three-card monte, a game, completely controlled by the con artist, in which players bet against the dealer, who, with flourish of hands and spiel of tongue, never failed to draw large crowds. The “tickets” or cards displayed by the operator were usually two aces and a queen, which would then be thrown face down and quickly manipulated. It was the object, as in the hoary shell game, to locate “the old lady.” Also, as in the shells, cappers were used to prove to the spectators that the dealer could be beaten.


The capper or steerer would, unlike the shell game, whisper in the ear of some prosperous-looking rube that the dealer in his frenzied shuffling had slightly bent the comer of the queen, aligning himself in avarice with the mark, a conspiracy against the operator which could not fail to reap profits. The capper would then prove this to the mark by guessing the queen several times. When the mark’s turn came, he would usually bet a large sum of money, wait for the three cards to fall face downward, and select the one with the bent corner. But behold—the card was an ace. The dealer had merely thumbed the queen flat and bent up the edge of the ace when shuffling for the rube.


[image: “Canada Bill” in action, fleecing suckers.]


As in all confidence games, the mark seldom if ever complained to authorities that the dealer cheated, for following that statement would surely come the disclosure that the victim was attempting to cheat the dealer.


Early pioneers of this historic grift were George Devol, William Jones (better known as “Canada Bill”), Ben Marks, Tom Brown, and Holly Chappell. Devol is generally credited with instituting three-card monte on board the Mississippi riverboats as early as 1840. At sixteen Devol was one of the most glib con men working the Rio Grande Steamboat line, his success lining his pockets with $3,000 in his first year. One historian estimates that more than $2 million passed through his hands before his retirement in 1887. His old-age poverty was due to his obsession with faro, a game in which he was a perennial loser. He would earn huge amounts playing three-card monte on the swanky riverboats, only to lose it in land-based faro games. His sometimes partner, Canada Bill, was affiicted by the same passion, also spending his three-card monte profits on faro games he knew were rigged.


It was Canada Bill who, in the 1850s, provided the gambler’s most classic quip. Devol found Bill playing faro in Baton Rouge and drew him aside.


“Don’t you know this game’s crooked?” Devol asked him.


Canada Bill, who was as sloppy and unkempt as Devol was fastidious, shrugged his shoulders and croaked: “I know, but it’s the only game in town.”


Bill eventually quit the paddle-wheelers in search of more lucrative quarry, feverishly plying three-card monte on railroads heading West. He fairly looted hundreds of thousands from gullible travelers before his death, in 1877, in Reading, Pennsylvania.


Another three-card monte protagonist was Ben Marks, who journeyed from Council Bluffs, Iowa, to Cheyenne, Wyoming, in 1867. Marks was so successful at three-card monte, considered a “short con,” that he opened a store in Cheyenne to better handle and fleece the homesteading and gold-seeking hordes moving West. His simple innovation established a new genre in confidence games that would be known as “the big con” or “the big store,” because of the gigantic profits it reaped. Classic con men like Joseph “Yellow Kid” Weil would become masters of this swindle.


Maurico’s Slippery Handkerchief


By 1870 three-card monte was passé, too crude a game, especially in the East, to gull even the rawest of suckers. This ancient flimflam is revived periodically, however, and even meets with some success. As late as 1958, seventy-two-year-old Maurico Eiman, a con man for fifty years, was cheating marks at three-card monte. Eiman was also a master of the old con game, the Spanish prisoner, but with variations. His was really the Spanish handkerchief game, but the principle was the same: the victim, in order to earn quick money, had to put up earnest money of his own.


In Eiman’s game, he would approach a wealthy-appearing Spanish gentleman in mid-town Manhattan—New York was his beat—and speaking Spanish, ask directions to the nearest airline ticket office. At this moment an accomplice would appear, and also engage in conversation. Seemingly worried, Eiman acted out the part of the confused foreign visitor. He would then explain that he had miserably failed his dying father, a well-to-do businessman in South America. His mission was to deliver $8,000 to a man his father had cheated years ago. The old man wanted to make restitution before meeting his Maker, but, Eiman related sorrowfully, he had been unable to locate this hapless soul. Failing to find the once double-crossed business partner, Eiman was to donate the money to worthy Spanish charities. “The trouble is, gentlemen,” Eiman would whine, “I don’t know what charities my father had in mind.” There would be a quick flash of a fat bankroll inside a handkerchief, a hundred-dollar bill on top, play money rolled inside. “And I have no time to locate such charities. My good father is dying and I must fly to his bedside.”


At this mournful moment, the roper would ofter to aid the pressed-for-time Eiman, who in turn offered both men a $soo fee, as compensation for their efforts.


Then Eiman would add, half apologetically, “I’m sure you gentlemen are responsible citizens, but I would like to be able to assure my father that you are men of substance. Would you mind showing me that you have some money?”


Without hesitation, the roper would nod and say: “That’s only fair,” and produce a thick wad of greenbacks. The victim, by then totally committed to either helping Eiman from a humanitarian standpoint or obtaining a quick $soo and still retaining an easy conscience, rarely balked at offering to draw money, usually $soo, from his bank to show his good faith. Eiman would then suggest meeting the two men later in a Manhattan church.


It was in the deep shadows of the church where Eiman’s quick hands would go to work. Taking the mark’s $soo, he would place it on top of his own fat roll, the alleged $8,000, as well as the earnest money offered by the roper, and stuff it into the victim’s pocket, appearing for all the world a simple, trusting human desperate to do his saintly father’s bidding. He would then depart, naturally with all the money, which he had palmed, leaving the mark with shredded newspapers.


Up to 1958, Eiman’s average income from this ancient con was about $30,000 a year. His last score prior to his arrest by New York detectives was $1,800, which he took from a wealthy Cuban psychiatrist. The artful old confidence man sat smoking a cigar in police headquarters and admitted proudly, “I used some psychology on the psychiatrist.”


[image: Hustlers Juan Barrena (left) and Camilo Vasquez, shown at their 1941 trial in San Francisco, were masters of the Spanish prisoner con. (UPI)]


The Most Ancient Flimflam


The Spanish prisoner game, operating now for close to 400 years, since the time of Sir Francis Drake, is, perhaps, one of the oldest bunko games in the business. Although it requires considerable earnest monies doled out of a mark’s pocket, it appeals to the American sense of adventure and chivalry, making the participant feel equated with, at least, Captain Blood, Lancelot, Robin Hood, or some other dashing figure of noble spirit. And yet, as one writer put it, the game “is so fantastic, shallow and crude that it should be an obvious mess of malarkey to almost anybody.”


It begins with a wealthy U.S. citizen receiving a letter from a foreign country, written by someone ostensibly jailed, and quite unjustly, because he has a vast fortune secreted in the United States. The jailers or prosecutors, you see, are after the money. The letter’s recipient is told in highly confidential terms that if he will aid in recovering the secreted fortune, he will share in it, but he is expected to provide for the prisoner’s attractive young daughter. The prisoner is usually incarcerated in either Spain or Mexico in a remote, almost unreachable bastion.


A plethora of confederates are employed in the Spanish prisoner swindle but since one group of con men handle as many as 5,000 suckers each year, there is plenty of loot to spread around. (As late as 1952, the U.S. Post Office estimated that gullible and very fanciful Americans lose $600,000 each year in this game.)


Dating back to 1588, the first letters written by the sharpers who inaugurated the game appealed for money to ransom those unfortunate Spanish sailors captured and imprisoned in English dungeons after the breakup of the Armada. The ransom angle was soon discarded for the secreted treasure, which, on the Spanish galleons of the Armada, were bountiful. Long after the invading Spanish prisoners were dead, the letters continued to flow to suckers, describing by that time the imprisoned plight of fabulously wealthy grandsons and great-grandsons of the original Spanish prisoners. (Alexander Dumas, well aware of this universal con, borrowed some of its technique for his adventure yarn, The Count of Monte Cristo.)


Intricacy and intrigue are, perhaps, the most convincing factors of the Spanish prisoner routine. By the turn of the century, the Spanish prisoner became the Mexican prisoner, with letters by the thousands—postal authorities received 1,431 prisoner letters in 1900—sent out to prospective dupes. The pitch was always the same. The writer was usually a banker who had been thrown into jail over a bankruptcy, but before his incarceration he had managed to ship across the border to the United States anywhere from $250,000 to $500,000 (depending upon the inflationary aspects of each era) in a false-bottomed trunk.


Two suitcases with secret compartments held both the key to the trunk, which was with the unknowing daughter, a rare beauty, and a certified check ranging in amounts from $25,000 to $50,000. This check, the prisoner pointed out, was made payable to the bearer. Unfortunately, the suitcases had been impounded by the Mexican courts, which had sentenced the banker to several years in prison and levied a burdensome fine against him. The prisoner then deadlined the deal by informing the receiver that the suitcases with the key to the fortune, as well as the certified check, would be sold at public auction if the fine and court costs, normally about $10,000, were not paid two months from the date of the letter.


How the banker got the mark’s name in the first place was easily explained by the miserable prisoner, who had befriended an American in jail, a friend of the letter’s recepient who, naturally, had to remain nameless to protect his family’s good name.


In return for paying his fine, the letter writer promised, the mark could keep the certified check, worth about three times the American’s investment and have half of the fortune, which had been converted into greenbacks, around $150,000, if he would also see to it that the banker’s “darling, beautiful eighteen-year-old daughter” was well provided for. Along with the letter was a picture of a sexy, well-endowed young woman.


With the appeal of an easy fortune and a beautiful woman luring the reader on, the writer then explained that should he undertake this humanitarian mission, he must “tell no one why you have come to Mexico and wait for the contact man.” The contact man, usually the letter writer himself, would put the American in touch with a prison guard whom the prisoner had also befriended, and this man would arrange for the impounded suitcases to be released to him.


Preposterous as the whole affair may seem, thousands of duped U.S. citizens—curiously, many doctors are prime suckers for this con—travel with all speed to Mexico and take up residence in the prescribed city and hotel. After several mysterious phone calls and a period of anxious waiting, a nervous contact man arrives and begins the game, a series of clandestine meetings with surly-looking desperado types, at which times a lot of hurried whispering and nervous glances take place. The whole act is designed to unsettle the mark, and by the time the contact man has led him, in the middle of the night, to the gray-walled prison outside of town to meet the friendly guard, he is a nervous wreck.


The prison guard, an accomplice in uniform, also appears close to trauma, explaining to the American that the authorities have found out about the plot to help the prisoner and that they are looking for him. He, the American, cannot therefore show up in court and pay the prisoner’s fine and court costs, but the crafty guard has taken care of that little matter. He has broken the seals of the suitcases, retrieved the claim-check stub that will release the trunk stored in the United States, and has the certified check for $35,000. He, the guard, will see to it that the fine and court costs are paid so his own actions will go undetected.


By this time the mark realizes that he is a wanted man in a foreign country, the ironic result of his charitable mission. In almost every instance, the American has forked over the $10,000, pocketed the claim-check stub and certified check, and raced for the border while horror and fear grind at his stomach. He then flies to the city where he has been told the daughter lives and the trunk awaits only to discover that the daughter is myth and the trunk invisible. When he attempts to cash the certified check to recoup his own losses, he discovers it to be bogus.


Few victims ever complain to authorities, let alone tell relatives, about being suckered in the prisoner game. As businessmen, which most marks are, such admissions would certainly reveal their much-vaunted acumen to be shoddy. Wounded pride, and a glaring inability to judge character, are other potent factors that induce the victim to keep a closed mouth. Those who do protest are immediately themselves labeled avaricious crooks, eager to take advantage of a get-rich-quick scheme.


Some marks do complain. Rev. Edgar Allan Lowther of San Francisco, who traveled to Mexico with his family, lost $3,500 in 1940, but none of his accusations proved fruitful; no identities of the Mexican con men could be established. The prisoner ring that had fleeced Lowther also took $4,000 from Victor E. Borden, a Seattle meat packer. Robert Wood, an industrialist from Mississippi, was also played by the ring but was stopped short by the ironic comments of a Mexican bank teller who was changing some money for him.


“I suppose,” the teller told Wood humorously, “you’re another victim of the Spanish prisoner game.” Wood blanched and then went to the Mexican police, who put him in touch with James E. Speake, an inspector for the U.S. Post Office who had been working on the swindling of Reverend Lowther. Both Wood and Speake, through ingenious meetings and moves of their own, met with the leaders of the prisoner ring, and Speake managed to take their pictures with a small camera hidden on his person.


Identified were Juan Barrena, who had acted the part of the contact man and was an office manager for several rings of con men working the Spanish prisoner game, and Camilo Lopez Vasquez, a hatchet-faced individual whose hulking appearance was guaranteed to scare the wits out of any mark. Vasquez had usually played the part of the phony prison guard.


Extraditing these two extraordinary con men from Mexico to the United States (they were indicted by a San Francisco grand jury) proved frustrating, since no extradition based on mail fraud then existed between the two countries. Mexican police officials, long plagued by the prisoner con, distributed leaflets at all border crossings warning of the fraud. And two public-spirited policeman finally delivered Vasquez and Barrena to San Francisco authorities.


The extradition was considered extralegal by the Mexican press, and several newspapers exploded the incident to international proportions, claiming that con men Barrena and Vasquez had been kidnapped. The newspaper Excelsior pointed the finger at the American dupes as being out-and-out miscreants themselves, and lauded the Mexican con men as working toward equalizing an uneven international money system: “If you study the problem purely and strictly from the point of view of justice, Vasquez and Barrena are nothing more than two patriots—two ingenious helpers of morality. . . . They worked to level the balance of exchange so perniciously weighted in favor of the powerful speakers of English. They are helpers of morality because they dedicated themselves to the noble task of punishing all secretly immoral persons—defaulters without courage.”


These incredible words could serve as the true apologia for all con men everywhere, and as the theme basic to the defense of any confidence game, an attitude the con man banks on in a share-the-guilt criminal profession. However, the Mexican press notwithstanding, Barrena and Vasquez received stiff sentences in the United States.


Mailing the Spanish Prisoner


Not all the prisoner letters were in-coming to the United States. An enterprising con artist named Celedonio Sevilla operated for years out of the Empire State Building in Manhattan. His firm sent out thousands of letters to wealthy South American marks employing a fake priest, Father John Miller, as the author of a prisoner letter that described the fate of a bank embezzler named Nelson Lawrence Watkins, and detailed the predicament identical to the ancient Spanish or Mexican prisoner, except that the mythical daughter was about fourteen years old. Sevilla reasoned that South American men preferred younger ladies.


Mail response to Sevilla’s con was channeled through a New York church, the pastor of which had been requested to send on the bogus Father Miller’s letters. Sevilla and confederates explained that Father Miller was a South American citizen traveling in the United States. The request was simple enough, and the enormous amount of mail from Latin and South American countries was forwarded to a sparsely decorated office on 42nd Street.


Sevilla was a master at prisoner letters, dangling before the eyes of the mark treasure so vast as to make him drool deliriously. One of the more artful missives signed by the indefatigable Father Miller elaborately cautioned the gullible to




have care in taking the lining from the trunk, and separate the double walls so as not to deteriorate what is there. Among the contents are: one thousand $100 bills, eight hundred $500 bills, four thousand pounds sterling, railroad and oil shares worth many thousands of dollars. Also in the trunk are the jewels of Kathlene’s [the “poor, darling fourteen-year-old daughter”] mother: a pearl necklace valued at $10,000, a diamond diadem, which—that her mother may rest in peace—Kathlene must wear on her wedding day, worth $35,000. There is also the mother’s wedding ring worth $5,000, a gold bracelet with the mother’s name in rubies and emeralds, and some odd jewelry. There are two checkbooks on the National Bank of Argentina, with two deposits—one amounting to $16,000, the other $36,000. The little girl carries the key to the trunk on a little gold cord hanging about her neck.





Sevilla was undone before he could reap his rewards, however, by a suspicious secretary hired blind to receive and process the prisoner letter responses. She went to the postal authorities and Sevilla got seven years.


Not all recipients of the Spanish prisoner letters are intrigued, roped in, and financially seduced. Postal authorities revealed one letter from a Florida resident sent to con men operating the ancient swindle that read:




Dear Señor:


Your letter of August 20th received, and I am surprised to hear that someone who knows me had spoken highly enough of me for you to trust me in this very delicate proposition. It couldn’t have been anyone who knows me well. But I would like to thank you just the same, and assure you that I cannot get away at this time.


I’d like to reciprocate with an amazing offer of my own to you. Naturally, I cannot give definite names and places in this letter, as it might fall into the hands of others. My proposition is as follows:


Years ago, a certain ship, headed across the water from one country to another country, was sunk with a large treasure aboard. Now I know what ocean this happened in. If you will come . . . with as large a boat as possible and two deep-sea divers with complete outfits, I will give you the name of this ocean. (It is necessary for you to keep this offer quiet.)


By the way of compensation for your trip, I will give you all three thirds of whatever you are able to salvage.


I cannot sign my own name, for reasons you will understand, but you can refer to me as Sucker. Even if you can’t make it up here, I surely hope you get out of jail soon. It must be annoying to have a suitcase full of money just around the corner and be unable to get at it.


Yours very truly,


Sucker





The Sealed Green


Avarice, not honor, was the strict appeal made by the green-goods con man who operated this ancient racket in the United States for approximately fifty years, from about 1869, when the game began to flourish in New York City, to the mid-1920s, when U.S. postal agents began to crack down on operators. The notorious gold-brick salesman Reed Waddell was one of the early leading con men who gleaned fortunes from the green goods swindle (also called “the sawdust game”), which was nothing more than offering through boldly printed circulars sent through the mails the sale of “perfect” counterfeit currency without really delivering the goods.


Waddell and his successors obtained the names of likely suckers from lottery subscription lists, bookmakers, and betting parlors. These persons, the confidence men aptly reasoned, would be most prone to buy up “queer” or phony money, either to bet it or make up for losses that had to be kept secret.


A typical mailing piece from a green-goods man in 1890 read:




Dear Sir:


I will confide to you through this circular a secret by which you can make a speedy fortune. I have on hand a large number of counterfeit notes of the following denominations: $1, $2, $5, $10, and $20. I guarantee every note to be perfect, as it is examined carefully by me as soon as finished, and if not strictly perfect is immediately destroyed. Of course, it would be perfectly foolish to send out poor work, and it would not only get my customers into trouble, but would break up my business and ruin me. So, for personal safety I am compelled to issue nothing that will not compare with the genuine. I furnish you with my goods at the following low price, which will be found as reasonable as the nature of my business will allow:







For $  1,200 in my goods (assorted) I charge . . . $100


For $  2,500 in my goods (assorted) I charge . . . $200


For $  5,000 in my goods (assorted) I charge . . . $350


For $10,000 in my goods (assorted) I charge . . . $600





These blatant circulars were then followed up with letters and even booklets that displayed photos of real bank notes, which potential clients were told were counterfeit. Those who responded were led to several meeting places, to give the mark the idea that extreme caution against being followed was mandatory. The operator, with hasty over-the-shoulder glances, whirligigged the sucker in a quick exchange of the mark’s real money (usually wrapped in a plain brown package, according to the con man’s instruction) and a carpetbag containing either cut newspaper or sawdust.


There was never any attempt at counterfeiting; the green goods swindle was merely a “come-on” con, its success riveted to the ability of the operator to create a maze of imperative meetings and desperate exchanges of goods. In his travels, Major Arthur Griffiths of Scotland Yard became fascinated by the green goods game, and launched a full-scale study of the con. His most valuable information came from a celebrated New York police inspector, Thomas Byrnes. Together they concluded that the swindle had been originated by James “King” McNally, shortly after the Civil War. McNally, who operated unhampered for thirty years, took advantage of the confusion arising from the newly issued government treasury certificates and bank notes, which displaced longstanding specie.
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