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PROLOGUE

On June 9, 1920, a smooth-talking salesman named Martin Kolega went door-to-door in South Boston, Massachusetts, demon-strating a double-your-money machine small enough to fit on a sewing table. When Kolega knocked at the modest home of Mrs. Blanche Crasco, she welcomed him inside. But Mrs. Crasco was no fool. She wanted proof that the marvelous appliance worked. Kolega happily obliged.

No one could deny that the machine was a wonder. Encased in an enameled metal box, it sported flashing lights and a revolving board dotted with what looked like typewriter keys. In a darkened room, Kolega inserted into the box a hundred-dollar bill and a blank sheet of paper cut to the same size. Lights flickered, gears turned, and the box emitted a mysterious whirring sound. After a long minute of anticipation, Kolega pressed a button and, miraculously, two genuine hundred-dollar bills emerged.

Mrs. Crasco was sold.

Kolega pocketed her money—the $540 was enough for Mrs. Crasco to buy a car, but it seemed worth it for the endless stream of hundred-dollar bills the machine was sure to produce. In exchange, Kolega handed Mrs. Crasco a package wrapped in brown paper. Allowing for time to escape, Kolega warned her not to open it until nightfall, to be certain she did not expose the special duplicating paper to light. He left. She waited.

When Mrs. Crasco opened the bundle, she found a plain wooden box. Realizing that she had been duped, she called the police.

Oddly enough, a gullible newspaper reporter writing about the arrest of Kolega and an accomplice seemed to believe that Mrs. Crasco had been sold a fake version of a truly wondrous device. “It is alleged,” the reporter wrote, “that the men reserved one machine for demonstration and sold their customers dummy affairs.”

In other words, had Kolega only been kind enough to sell Mrs. Crasco a working copy of the splendid contraption, everyone would be happy and he would not be in jail.

In 1920, anything seemed possible. Especially when it came to money.

A new ethos was emerging, one that would reshape what it meant to be an American. No more pennies saved and pennies earned. Money was best when it arrived fast, easy, and in large quantities. Newspapers fueled dreams of prosperity with stories of poor girls marrying rich men, inherited fortunes from long-lost relatives, and fearless entrepreneurs who’d hit it big. The message was clear: No longer was prosperity the preserve of the well-born; even the laborer and the charwoman could aspire to the manor. All it took was the right break, the right knock at the door. And if wealth did not come knocking, go get it yourself. Plunge into dark waters in pursuit of sunken treasure. Never mind the shallow bottoms.

For promoters of instant assets, it was a time when it paid to think big. Kolega was a small-timer, quickly behind bars, his name soon forgotten. But at the same time, in the same city, a smiling, cane-twirling banty rooster of a man had a better idea for doubling money—a secret formula for financial alchemy that could transform penny stamps into millions of dollars. Admirers hailed him as a wizard, critics branded him a fraud. Either way, he arrived on the scene at the perfect moment. His amazing run would mark the first roar of the 1920s, and his name would live on forever.
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Ponzi displays his fancy walking stick in a pose fit for a drum major.

Boston Public Library, Print Department

CHAPTER ONE

“I’M THE MAN.”

The huge blue car moved slowly through the crooked streets of the old city, its owner sitting on the wide rear seat, his bottom comforted by deep, horsehair-filled cushions that absorbed the bumps from the uneven cobblestones. Heat and sunlight bounced off the brick and granite buildings, baking the Locomobile limousine and broiling its passengers. The morning air bristled with the hint of a developing thunderstorm. When the skies broke loose it would be a welcome relief from the weeks of summer heat that had made downtown Boston ripe with the smells of horses, fish, fruit, fresh-cut leather, and tight-wound rope, all seasoned by salt from the nearby harbor.

At the wheel of the hand-polished Locomobile was a young Irish immigrant named John Collins, wearing the hat and brass-buttoned uniform of a newly created job: motorcar chauffeur. His boss, an Italian immigrant, had taken delivery of the dazzling vehicle only three weeks earlier, paying a thousand dollars in cash above the $12,600 list price to spirit it away from the New York financier for whom it had been custom-built. For the same price a man could own twenty Model T’s, with enough change to buy a modest house. But what was the point of that? In 1920, the Locomobile was the most expensive car in America, dripping with luxury, from its sterling-silver trim to its crystal bud vases. Purring, glistening Locomobiles filled the garages of Carnegies and Vanderbilts, and General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, commander of American forces in the Great War, had shipped his to France for use as a staff car. The executives at the Locomobile Company of America understood that exclusivity appealed to the elites. They had positioned their automobile in direct opposition to Henry Ford’s backfiring rattletrap of the masses. The company’s ads, with the look of engraved invitations, stated that Locomobiles were built by hand “in strictly limited quantities because the making of any pre-eminently fine article is impossible on a large scale.”

In the short time he had been driving the car, Collins had learned well the daily twelve-mile route that began at his boss’s gracious home in the historic suburb of Lexington, less than a mile from the site of the first skirmish of the Revolutionary War. From there, they rolled east through working-class Arlington and Somerville, into tony Cambridge, across the Charles River, then down Tremont Street to a nondescript building on School Street, less than a block from Boston City Hall. Occasionally there would be detours, most often to a bank, and the boss would use the one-way intercom from the back seat to relay the new directions to Collins. But on this day—July 24, 1920—it was straight from home to office.

Collins slowed as he turned down School Street and saw what awaited them: a mob of several hundred men and women, crowded together hip to hip, chest to back. Viewed from above, it looked like an abstract mosaic of straw boaters and colorful felt cloche hats, punctuated by the dark crowns of a few bowlers. Some in the throng had brought bewildered children, who cried or whined as they struggled to avoid being trampled underfoot. The street was alive with electricity unrelated to the gathering thunderclouds. It came from the horde itself. Each member was a charged electron jittering in a magnetic field created by the man in the back seat of the Locomobile.

The street normally would have been all but deserted on a sultry Saturday in late July. But this was no ordinary day. When the crowd saw the limousine turn down the street they pressed toward it, half in reverence and half in mindless desire. They parted to allow Collins to steer toward the curb in front of the Niles Building, at 27 School Street, the modest home of his boss’s extravagantly immodest firm, the impressively named Securities Exchange Company.

From his perch in the back seat, Collins’s boss could see that some men in the street were holding copies of that morning’s Boston Post. The banner headline trumpeted a victory in one of the America’s Cup races by the American yacht Resolute over its British challenger, Shamrock IV. At a time when anything seemed possible except a legal drink of whiskey, elite sports like yachting and golf had captured the public imagination.

If one subject interested Bostonians more than rich men’s sports, it was the prospect of becoming rich themselves. Undeniable evidence could be found in that morning’s Post, just below the yacht race story. On the left side of the front page, in bold black letters, was the headline that had filled School Street to bursting:

DOUBLES THE MONEY WITHIN THREE MONTHS

A Post reporter had visited 27 School Street a day earlier and acquired a basic understanding of how the Securities Exchange Company claimed to create spectacular profits for its investors. The unbylined story even described the Locomobile limousine and the boss’s Lexington home, which was “furnished with the best” and “does not give the impression of nouveau riche either, for the fine Italian tastes of the owner fixed that.”

The man who owned the fine home, the flashy car, the Securities Exchange Company, the adoration of the people on School Street, and anything else he cared to buy was named Charles Ponzi.

Reading the Post story that morning, Ponzi could chuckle with appreciation of his good judgment in granting the reporter access to his office and home. He had handled the interview himself, but from now on he would rely on advice from a publicity man he had just hired, an ex-reporter named William McMasters. At first, Ponzi had been skeptical about publicity—he had not needed much to achieve success that approached his wildest dreams—but his gentle treatment by the Post made it seem as though every card he turned would be an ace.

The front-page Post story eclipsed two previous stories Boston papers had printed about him and his business. The first, six weeks earlier in the Boston Traveler, had described his company in flattering terms but never mentioned it or him by name. Still, word had spread as to the identity and location of Ponzi’s operation, and hundreds of thousands of dollars had poured in during the weeks that followed. The second story, three weeks earlier in the Post, had been a brief item about a million-dollar lawsuit filed against Ponzi by a furniture dealer. That, too, had helped. The fact that he was rich enough to be sued for a million dollars had attracted swarms of new investors.

The brief account of the enormous lawsuit had piqued the interest of the Post’s young acting editor and publisher, who had ordered the follow-up feature story that appeared this day. In it, the Post reporter printed Ponzi’s comments at length and without challenge, as though Ponzi had delivered them with his hand on a Bible. During the course of several hours of discourse, the thirty-eight-year-old entrepreneur had offered a condensed, sanitized version of the seventeen years since he had emigrated from Italy. Then Ponzi had explained his business in broad, confident terms, telling how it was built on a modest and unlikely medium: International Reply Coupons, slips of paper that could be redeemed for postage stamps. He’d described his company’s growth—from pennies to millions of dollars in seven months—and had boasted of the opening of branch offices from Maine to New Jersey. The reporter had filled a notebook with Ponzi’s comments and played the notes back to Post readers as clear and sweet as a song from a Victrola.

Ponzi had capped the interview with a priceless assertion, and again the reporter had obliged him by printing it: “I get no pleasure out of spending money on myself, but a great deal in doing some good with it. Always I have said to myself, if I can get one million dollars, I can live with all the comfort I want for the rest of my life. If I get more than one million dollars, I will spend all over and above the one million trying to do good in the world. Now I have the million. That I have put aside. If my business closed tomorrow I am sure that I will have that amount on which to make myself and family comfortable for the rest of our days.” If anyone doubted how secure Ponzi felt, the story continued: “Ponzi estimates his wealth in excess of $8.5 million.”

With a maestro’s touch, Ponzi had struck a perfect balance among the forces competing to control the new American identity: altruism and avarice. Now that he was all set, he insisted, he had no need for more investors. But he would continue accepting their money out of the goodness of his heart, so they could join him and his family in savoring the finer things in life.

If there was any reason for the people of Boston to be suspicious of Ponzi, they would not find it in the morning Post. The story read with all the confidence of the advertisements the paper ran that promised disappearing dandruff to wise buyers of Petrole hair tonic, or “sunshiny” stomachs courtesy of Goldenglo tablets, or relief from chronic constipation in a tin of Fruit-a-Tives.

The closest the story came to skepticism was to mention that federal and state authorities had looked into Ponzi’s extraordinary investment plan. But the reporter defused that land mine in a single sentence, writing, “The authorities have not been able to discover a single illegal thing about it.” Ponzi could not have hoped for a more sterling endorsement.

Adding to Ponzi’s delight, below the front-page story was an ad for a prominent local bank, the Cosmopolitan Trust Company. The bank was trying to drum up new deposits by guaranteeing a generous interest rate: 5 percent a year, compounded monthly. To Ponzi, the ad was a divine gift. For months he had been comparing his promised rate of return—50 percent in forty-five days—to the paltry sum paid by banks. Here was the same comparison on the front page of the Post, the self-proclaimed “Great Breakfast Table Paper of New England.”

A working man with one hundred dollars to invest, reading that day’s Post over a bowl of Grape-Nuts, faced two choices of seemingly equal reliability but vastly different outcomes. Even in the margins of his newspaper, he could calculate that depositing his hundred dollars in the Cosmopolitan Trust Company would yield him an annual profit of five dollars and change. That was assuming the bank did not fail in these days when federal insurance for deposits was barely a whisper of an idea. Or he could entrust his hundred dollars to this Charles Ponzi fellow and watch it multiply over and again during the same year.

If he reinvested his hundred dollars plus interest after each forty-five-day period, he would walk away with more than twenty-five hundred dollars after a year. If he let it ride for a second year, he would pocket more than sixty-five thousand dollars. It was an unimaginable sum at a time when the average U.S. income was about two thousand dollars, the president of Harvard University was paid six thousand dollars, a Men’s Ventilated Raincoat could be ordered from the Sears catalog for less than twelve dollars, a can of codfish cakes for a family of three cost twenty-five cents, and the newspaper he held in his hands cost two cents. Only a fool would choose the bank’s interest over Ponzi’s.

Having read the Post and done the math, would-be investors had begun assembling on School Street long before the Locomobile had even started the trip from Lexington. They came from all corners of Boston and beyond, a miniature League of Nations, with immigrants brushing shoulders with Brahmins, Italians mingling with Spaniards, Irish alongside English, Greeks chatting with Poles. Among them were Swedes, Frenchmen, Jews, blacks, and Portuguese, new and old Americans. Kitchen maids stood alongside businessmen, office boys squeezed against society matrons. It was the one place in the tribal city where the only denomination that mattered was engraved on the bills clutched in investors’ hands.

Bookbinder Arthur Case of the city’s Dorchester neighborhood was ready to invest a whopping three thousand dollars, just a week after his wife, Clara, had put in one thousand. Their neighbor, candy-factory worker William Hoff, emptied his wallet and came up with seventy-eight dollars. Boston florist Philip Feinstein was ready to place eleven hundred dollars in Ponzi’s hands, while Patrick Horan had stuffed sixteen hundred dollars into his billfold. Benjamin Brown intended to add six hundred dollars to the six hundred he had deposited just four days earlier. Stable worker Timothy Donovan of suburban Somerville and Alfred Authoir of nearby Cambridge each expected their fifty-dollar investments to grow into seventy-five dollars by the first week of September. Print shop foreman Percy Stott of Methuen had made the thirty-mile trip to Boston for the third straight day, this time to add one hundred dollars to the two hundred he had already invested.

Luggage shop owner Joseph Pearlstein came bearing not cash but a note signed by Ponzi that would allow him to collect fifteen hundred dollars. He had heard about the Securities Exchange Company from none other than the lovely Rose Gnecco Ponzi, who had stopped at his Dorchester store the first week in June. She had come by to purchase new bags for a trip she and her husband, Charles, were planning to Italy, to visit his mother. Rose Ponzi had proudly described her husband’s remarkable financial skills to the luggage vendor, and Pearlstein had been so impressed he had invested one thousand dollars. Now his note was due, so Pearlstein was in line to collect his original stake plus his five-hundred-dollar profit. But he would not invest again. Reluctant to press his luck, Pearlstein was satisfied with one spin of the wheel.

The crowd also included a fourteen-year-old boy in short pants named Frank Thomas. He earned $7.20 a week running errands, and he was eager to invest ten dollars with Ponzi. Charlie Gnecco of Medford, six miles away across the Mystic River, was there for his fourth and largest investment of the month, one thousand dollars. And why not? His baby sister, Rose, was happily married to the man in charge of the whole operation. If she had faith in Ponzi, well then, Charlie Gnecco did, too. Carmela Ottavi of nearby Chelsea brought two thousand dollars to add to the six hundred she had invested twelve days earlier. Ponzi’s chauffeur, John Collins, had already thrown in five hundred. Watching the crowd from the front seat of the Locomobile, he resolved to add seven hundred more.

While some had come because of the Post story, others had heard from friends and relatives of the profits to be found on School Street. Although the Post seemed to have only just discovered the Securities Exchange Company, the streets of Boston had been buzzing about it and Ponzi for months. Some people had heard testimonials from men like Fiori Bevilacqua of Roslindale, whose friends knew him by his anglicized name, Frank Drinkwater. In a lifetime of hard work as a laborer and a real estate investor, Bevilacqua had painstakingly amassed the small fortune of ten thousand dollars. In June he had entrusted the entire amount to Ponzi, then spent the next few weeks sharing the news of his impending good fortune. His friends listened, and they came, too. When the Post story hit the streets, the Securities Exchange Company was already averaging more than a million dollars a week in new investments. If the pace held, it would soon be a million dollars a day.

But potential investors were not the only ones focused on Ponzi. The Post story aroused the interest and concern of some of the most powerful men in Massachusetts. Several of them had already begun asking questions. The newspaper’s inexperienced acting publisher, Richard Grozier, who had ordered the feature story after reading about the million-dollar lawsuit, directed his staff to dig deeper into Ponzi’s rise from poverty to prosperity. Similar orders issued from Boston’s federal prosecutor, Daniel J. Gallagher, and Massachusetts Attorney General J. Weston Allen, whom the Post reporter had tracked down vacationing on Cape Cod. The attorney general, as priggish as he was ambitious, answered vaguely that one of his assistants, a young prosecutor named Albert Hurwitz, was dutifully investigating Ponzi. Two other public officials also took note of the Post story: Boston’s corrupt district attorney, Joseph Pelletier, and the state’s incorruptible new bank commissioner, Joseph C. Allen, who had only recently been named to the job by Governor Calvin Coolidge.

Collins eased the Locomobile to a stop, hopped out, and hustled to the back door. It swung open and the man himself alighted from the car, stepping onto the wide running board, then planting his feet on the sidewalk. If the crowd had expected a large man, it would have been sorely disappointed. Ponzi was five foot two, shorter than some of the arm-weary newsboys selling their papers in the crowd. He weighed just 130 pounds fully clothed after a heavy meal.

But what he lacked in size he made up for in style.

Ponzi was a human dynamo, handsome in his own way, with a regal nose, a dimpled chin, and full lips that curved upward in a barely suppressed grin. Usually he did not suppress it, and the resulting smile seemed almost too big for his face, as though painted on by a child. On his head was a jaunty golfing cap—a smart weekend fashion statement, more casual than his usual straw boater. Under the hat was a crown of brown hair flecked with gray, slicked down and razor-parted on the left side, with a low pompadour in front. The only signs of age were starbursts of wrinkles around his lively brown-black eyes, seemingly etched not by worries but by a lifetime of laughter. He wore a new Palm Beach suit, impossibly crisp given the sultry weather, with a silk handkerchief peeking from the coat pocket like a fresh-cut daffodil. His polished shoes clicked and clacked on the stone sidewalk. A starched white collar was held in place by the knot of his dark moiré silk tie, which sported a dazzling diamond-topped pin. His right hand gripped a gold-handled malacca walking stick, similar to one favored by a showman of an earlier age, P. T. Barnum. His left fist held the handle of a leather satchel that would prove too small for the bushels of cash awaiting him this day.

Looking around, Ponzi could not help but beam. Much later, when writing his memoirs, he would remember the street looking as though “the two million inhabitants of Greater Boston were all there!” All to see him. In fact, Ponzi overstated the region’s population by a half million people, but inflation of numbers was something of a habit with him. Emerging with Ponzi from the car was a stern-faced, heavily armed bodyguard from the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, which rented out its agents when they were not busting “Red menace” unionists or chasing bank robbers.

Security had lately become a concern for Ponzi, whose business was generating so much cash it made him fear that he was a ripe target for thieves. To reinforce the Pinkertons, Ponzi had obtained a gun permit three months earlier from the police department in Somerville, where he’d lived before moving to Lexington. A small, blue steel pistol, a .25-caliber Colt automatic, rested snugly inside a vest pocket. Another pocket held contents he was much more eager to wave in public: a bank statement, in his name, for $1.5 million.

“There’s Ponzi!” someone shouted when he stepped from the car. On that cue the masses moved as one. They surrounded him and his guard, some pleading for a moment of his time, others content to pat him on the back, and some thrilled simply to lay eyes on the Merlin of money. A few skeptics mingled among the believers. One was loudly labeling the Securities Exchange Company a bogus get-rich-quick scheme when Ponzi arrived.

“I’d like to see the man who could do it—” the doubter shouted.

Faced with the challenge, Ponzi called out, “Well, I’m doing it! I’m the man!”

The words emerged in a mellifluous tone, accented only slightly by his native Italian. Ponzi sometimes spoke in staccato bursts, but more often he had a pleasing, charismatic voice—women heard a mildly insistent suitor; men, a trusted friend. It was a voice that would have fit rising movie star Rudolph Valentino, if only his films had sound.

Ponzi kept moving—past two uniformed policemen at the doors of the Niles Building and up the narrow flight of stairs to his cramped second-floor offices. Along the way he had to push into the stairwell past people who formed what one observer called “a swirling, seething, gesticulating, jabbering throng.” Some kind of commotion was happening down the hall from his office, but Ponzi paid it no mind. He stepped through a glass-paneled door into a small anteroom his company used as a waiting area. There, each investor was met by one of the sixteen clerks and assistants, many of them added to the payroll in recent weeks to handle the torrents of cash.

Moving deeper into the office, prospective investors would be turned over to a team of agents led by one John A. Dondero, a distant relative of Ponzi’s by marriage. After making sure the investors had cash on hand or endorsed money orders, Dondero would lead them to a second, larger room, divided roughly in half by a four-foot wooden barrier topped by iron bars. Between the bars and the counter were slim openings for three tellers.

Investors slid their cash to one of the young tellers. Often they were three particular girls: Angela Locarno, her sister Marie Locarno, and their friend Bessie Langone. In return for cash, the investors received promissory notes, receipts really, that guaranteed the original investment plus 50 percent interest in forty-five days. The receipts bore Ponzi’s ink-stamped signature, which led many to call them simply “Ponzi notes.” Lately the waves of cash had come crashing over the counter so quickly that the bills were dumped into wire baskets, to be sorted when the tide rolled out. At slower times the cash was funneled from the clerks directly to a man named Louis Cassullo, an unpleasant acquaintance from Ponzi’s past whom Ponzi neither liked nor trusted. Where Cassullo was concerned, Ponzi applied the old adage about keeping friends close and enemies closer. From Cassullo, the cash was counted, bundled, and deposited into one of Ponzi’s fast-growing bank accounts. That is, minus any stray bills Cassullo siphoned off.

The other half of the room, a space perhaps eight by fourteen feet, was partitioned off for an office shared by Ponzi and a pretty, dark-haired girl named Lucy Meli, his eighteen-year-old chief bookkeeper, secretary, and gal Friday. The walls of the office were bare, and the furniture consisted of three chairs and a single flattop desk, at which Ponzi and his young assistant sat on opposite sides, facing each other. Visitors were surprised to see no adding machines or file cabinets. Despite the enormous sums of money pouring in, the offices of the Securities Exchange Company were dark and dingy, with a few scuffed, mismatched pieces of furniture and the lingering smell of the Turkish cigarettes Ponzi smoked in a five-inch, ivory-and-gold holder.

As soon as Ponzi arrived, his overwhelmed workers rushed to greet him with word of trouble. The fuss that he had passed in the hallway was the opening of a competing, copycat investment plan that called itself the Old Colony Foreign Exchange Company. Its owners had had the temerity to rent an office on the same floor of the Niles Building as Ponzi’s Securities Exchange Company. Old Colony was promising the same 50 percent in forty-five days, and its organizers were more than happy to steal away the overflow of would-be Ponzi investors who grew tired of waiting in line. The Old Colony promoters had even printed up promissory notes that strongly resembled Ponzi’s.

Ponzi understood instantly that some investors might be confused into thinking that the two companies were one and the same. He also quickly surmised that his rivals had rented the rooms down the hall from a man named Frederick J. McCuen, who ran a struggling business selling and repairing electrical appliances. Weeks earlier, when the mobs had begun to overrun the Niles Building, McCuen had briefly worked for Ponzi in a minor capacity. With Old Colony, McCuen had seen an opportunity to get in on the ground floor.

Outside the offices of this upstart Ponzi imitator, a large man in a Stetson hat was beckoning investors who had come to see Ponzi.

“Right this way!” cried the ballyhoo man. “A new million-dollar company!”

As Ponzi’s employees described the scene down the hall to him, Ponzi emptied his pockets, searching for a key to a strongbox that held receipts from the previous day. Large sums of ready cash might be needed to handle this Old Colony threat. Out of Ponzi’s pocket came loose cigarettes, several bunches of keys, and a roll of bills so fat it “would have made anyone but a bank teller gasp,” as one witness described it. After finding the strongbox key, Ponzi took a moment to consider the news of his competition.

As a mother bear knows its young by scent, Ponzi knew that the Old Colony operators were frauds and scam artists—though he could never say how he knew. Privately, Ponzi assessed the situation and reached a troubling conclusion: “They had me by the small of the neck, and the best that I could do was squirm.” Though he could not denounce them directly, he would sic his Pinkerton agents on them to dig up whatever dirt they could find. But that would take time.

In the meantime, he could at least scare them. Ponzi grabbed the black, candlestick-style telephone on his desk and asked the operator to connect him with the headquarters of the Boston Police Department. In recent months, Ponzi had made many friends on the force; by some estimates, nearly three-quarters of the department had invested with him. Low pay had long been a nettlesome issue among Boston police officers, and Ponzi’s investment offer was a welcome supplement to their paltry incomes. Indeed, the department was filled with newly hired officers, replacements for eleven hundred veteran policemen—more than two-thirds of the force—who were fired nine months earlier by Governor Coolidge for striking over wages and working conditions. Several patrolmen even moonlighted as agents for Ponzi, collecting investments from others for a cut of the take.

Ponzi could have called Captain Jeremiah Sullivan at Police Station No. 2, located around the corner from the Niles Building on City Hall Avenue. But instead he called headquarters to seek help from a fellow immigrant, Inspector Joseph Cavagnaro. The inspector had no trouble finding 27 School Street. He had invested nine hundred dollars on June 16, and then over the next four weeks had added $1,750 more. Providing for his wife and four daughters, aged eleven to eighteen, would be much easier when his notes began coming due in eight days.

Ponzi explained the situation, strongly suggesting that Old Colony was deceiving the public by making investors think they were trusting their money to a firm associated with Ponzi. That could be bad for business, and anything bad for business would be bad for investors like Cavagnaro. The inspector got the message. Ponzi hung up, turned on his heel, and headed out of his office and into the hallway. His anger rising, Ponzi steeled his resolve for a nose-to-chest confrontation with the oversized ballyhoo man.

Halfway down the hall, he caught sight of a tired-looking woman with a baby in her arms. Ponzi’s rage vanished. He brought his quick march to a halt. “Here, let me help you,” he said in Italian, their shared native tongue.

She explained that she had grown exhausted while waiting to collect $150 on a Ponzi note that had just come due. Ponzi took the note and gently asked her to wait a moment. He returned to the offices of the Securities Exchange Company and emerged a few minutes later, money in hand.

“Buona fortuna!” he told her as she walked away. “Good luck.”

She was swallowed up in the crowd just as the ballyhoo man resumed his chants. When he saw Ponzi, the big man turned his come-on into a taunt.

“Ah, Mr. Ponzi!” the man called. “Want to put in two thousand?”

“Mister,” Ponzi shot back, “if you’ve got two thousand you’d better hang on to it for bail. There’ll be a couple of police inspectors down to see you in a few moments.”

Not waiting for a reply, Ponzi whirled around and returned to his office. Soon, Inspector Cavagnaro strode through the door. He wanted to help, but he explained to Ponzi that he had no evidence of wrongdoing by the Old Colony gang. He had no cause for arrest. Still, Ponzi could be pleased that Cavagnaro’s presence had put the Old Colony crowd on notice that they were being watched and that Ponzi had friends in high places. That would have to do until the Pinkertons could get busy with their investigation. All Ponzi needed was a little time. He had figured out how to turn this soon-to-be-exhausted gold mine into a permanent mint, one that would make him as rich and respected as the Brahmins who ran this town. At least that was the plan. In the meantime, he could not let anything derail him.

Investors kept pouring into the office the rest of the day, and by the time Ponzi locked the doors after six that night he had taken in more than $200,000. That did not include the receipts from his two dozen similarly overwhelmed branches. It was his best day since he had birthed his brainstorm the previous summer.

As Ponzi sat back in the Locomobile for the ride home to Lexington, the basement-level presses of the Post began rumbling to life once more. By coincidence, the newspaper’s offices were only a hundred yards away from the Securities Exchange Company, around the corner on Washington Street, a Colonial-era cow path known as Newspaper Row. If he had stayed in the city a few more hours, Ponzi could have picked up a copy of the Boston Sunday Post still warm and inky. This time the story about him would be at the very top of the front page, with a headline set in bold type. It would have photos, too, not only of him but also of his wife, his mother, the scene outside 27 School Street, and his fabulous Lexington home.

But the glorious tide that had carried him so far, so fast, was threatening to overwhelm him. The Post’s Sunday story would not be as flattering as the one that had appeared this morning. It would signal the Post’s rising doubts about his honesty and rally authorities to intensify their sluggish investigations. Ponzi was about to get a run for his money.


 
[image: image]

Postcard of S.S. Vancouver, the ship that brought Ponzi from Italy to America in 1903.

Peabody Essex Museum

CHAPTER TWO

“I’M GUILTY.”

Ponzi’s moment of success had been decades in the making. The thirty-eight years that preceded that Saturday in July 1920 were notable mostly for setbacks, misadventures, and persistent failures in pursuit of riches.

He was born March 3, 1882, in Lugo, Italy, an ancient crossroads town populated by merchants and farmers, in a fertile plain sandwiched between Bologna and the Adriatic Sea. Ponzi’s parents were living with his widowed maternal grandmother in an apartment at No. 950 Via Codalunga, a curving road lined with three-story stone buildings. It was a decidedly working-class neighborhood; down the street was the ghetto where Lugo’s large Jewish population had been required to live since the 1700s. At the other end of the street was the Church of Pio Suffragio, a gloomy sanctuary filled with baroque stuccos of cherubs and frescoes depicting the deaths of saints. Stained-glass windows high on the walls allowed only dim shards of light to fall on the narrow wooden pews. Ponzi’s parents, Oreste and Imelde Ponzi, brought him there to be baptized, anointing him with names chosen to honor his maternal and paternal grandfathers: Carlo Pietro Giovanni Guglielmo Tebaldo Ponzi.

The family was comfortable but far from wealthy, richer in name and reputation than in savings. Ponzi’s father was descended from middle-class tradesmen and hoteliers but he was employed in Lugo as a postman. The work of delivering mail and selling stamps was steady if not glamorous, and the post office was only a short walk from the family’s apartment. Ponzi’s mother came from significantly more prominent stock—Imelde Ponzi’s father was an official of the Civil and Criminal Court of Parma. More notably in the class-conscious world of nineteenth-century Italy, her father, mother, and grandparents all bore the titles Don or Donna—Don Giovanni, Donna Teresa, Don Antonio, and so on—which placed them among the aristocracy in the duchy of Parma.

Imelde Ponzi doted on her only child, staking her family’s future on the little boy who resembled her so strongly, hoping he would restore the family to its former social and financial rank. Throughout Carlo’s childhood she dreamed aloud about the illustrious future she wanted for him, building what he called “castles in the air” in her stories of the glory she hoped he would achieve. A favorite notion was that her smart, pampered boy would follow the example of one of her grandfathers and become a lawyer and perhaps even a judge.

When Carlo was a few months old, the family moved south to Rome, but then returned to the north and settled in Parma, a prosperous city halfway between Milan and Bologna, where both Oreste and Imelde were born. Carlo entered Parma’s public schools at age five, but when he was ten his parents decided it was time to begin preparing him for the professional life they had mapped out. Oreste and Imelde sent young Carlo to a prestigious private boarding school founded under the auspices of Napoleon’s second wife, Princess Marie-Louise, who had ruled the province for thirty years in the early nineteenth century. Ponzi impressed the nuns who taught him, learning to speak fluent French and generally winning good grades. His chief regret was that although the school was not far from his home, he could visit his parents only on occasional weekends and holidays. His loneliness increased when his father died while he was away.

A modest inheritance from his father, supplemented by some money left to him by an aunt, allowed Ponzi to chase his mother’s dreams and attend college. If he invested carefully and budgeted wisely, his inheritance would be just enough to cover tuition and living expenses. To his mother’s delight, he earned acceptance to the University of Rome, the city’s oldest university, founded six centuries earlier in the name of “La Sapienza,” or wisdom. But five hundred miles from home, free from the control of boarding school nuns, Ponzi had other pursuits in mind. He identified with the stories his mother had told of their aristocratic blood, and he gravitated toward a group of wealthy students who lived la dolce vita. Ponzi did everything he could to emulate them, adopting their manners and especially their spending habits. Their funds seemed limitless, so he dug ever deeper into his fast-dwindling inheritance to dress in the latest European fashions and pick up restaurant tabs for his friends and the pretty girls they met.

His rich friends considered the university a four-year vacation, and so Ponzi acted as though he could, too. He skipped classes, preferring to sleep away his days. At dusk he roused himself from his boardinghouse bed and roamed the city’s fashionable neighborhoods, carousing in cafés, attending the theater, and refining his taste for opera. At midnight he joined the gamblers and thieves in the casinos of Rome’s underground. Young, naive, half-drunk, and reckless with money, Ponzi made an appealing mark. At dawn he would trudge to his rooms to sleep, and then the cycle would begin again. Throughout, he assured his mother he was hard at work, making her proud. But the good times could not last. The combination of an exhausted bank account and a thorough disregard for classes killed any chance he had for a degree. Ponzi looked himself over and made a brutally honest self-assessment: He had become a fop. Worse, an impoverished fop. The easy accessibility of money had spoiled him. He had no choice but to leave Rome.

Before he died, Oreste Ponzi had enlisted one of young Carlo’s uncles to watch over him. Now, the uncle suggested that the twenty-one-year-old college washout find a job, perhaps as an entry-level clerk. Carlo flatly refused. He considered himself a gentleman, a member of the elite class of his Roman friends. Taking a mundane job would be beneath him. Humiliating, even. The thought of physical labor was not even discussed. Ponzi considered himself a mollycoddle, and no one disagreed. The uncle tried a different tack: “Poor, uneducated Italian boys go to America and make lots of money,” the uncle said. “You have a good education, you are refined and of a good family. You should be able to make a fortune in America easily.” Then Ponzi’s uncle spoke the magic words that were luring millions of Europeans across the ocean: “In the United States,” he said, “the streets are actually paved with gold. All you have to do is stoop and pick it up.”

Ponzi knew his mother was disappointed by his Roman holiday. He was ashamed that he had misled her and ignored her advice. Going to America and coming home a rich man would make her proud. Even better, it would satisfy his thirst for a life of leisure and hers for a prominent son. Confident that he would soon be the toast of the New World, after which he would return triumphant to Italy, Ponzi accepted his uncle’s suggestion and packed his best clothes. As a send-off, his family provided him with a steamship ticket and two hundred dollars to get established in America and begin collecting his gold. With a blessing from his mother still ringing in his ears, Ponzi went south to Naples. There, on November 3, 1903, he climbed the gangplank of the S.S. Vancouver, bound for Boston.

At 430 feet and five thousand tons, the Vancouver could carry nearly two thousand immigrants on each two-week transatlantic crossing. Most spent about twenty-five dollars for tickets that entitled them to the crowded misery of steerage—an area deep within the bowels of the Vancouver, perhaps seven feet high, as wide as the ship, and about one-third its length. Iron pipes formed small sleeping berths with narrow aisles between them. Most steerage passengers spent the entire journey lying on their berths—outside space for them was severely limited and inevitably located on the worst part of the deck, where the rolling of the ship was most pronounced and the dirt from the smokestack most likely to fall. The food was barely edible, the water often salty, and the only places to eat were shelves or benches alongside the sleeping areas. Toilets were nearby, overused, and poorly ventilated. Within a few days at sea the air in steerage reeked of vomit and waste. Passengers lolled in a seasick stupor on mattresses made from burlap bags filled with seaweed, using life preservers as pillows.

Most of the Vancouver’s passengers were from the south of Italy, which had withered economically since the country’s unification in 1861. They were young laborers like Giuseppe Venditto, who had twelve dollars in his pocket and the address of a cousin in Ohio, and domestic servants like the widow Lauretta Zarella, who boarded the ship with her two teenage daughters, nine dollars, and a plan to join her son in Providence. A few were from Greece, others from Austria and Russia. Several dozen Portuguese boarded when the ship stopped in the Azores. To pass the empty days at sea, they traded rumors of America, thought of their families back home, and wondered what awaited them.

Ponzi had almost nothing to do with them. Not only was he from the ostensibly more cultured north of Italy, he was among the more privileged travelers. He and sixty-four other passengers had paid an extra twenty dollars for more comfortable berths in the Vancouver’s second-class cabins, though he would forever claim he had traveled to America first-class. While the human sardines in steerage suffered, Ponzi spent the passage continuing his college ways, buying drinks and gallantly tipping waiters. Ponzi’s biggest expense was gambling. A cardsharp caught sight of the bushy-tailed young fellow with the ready billfold and invited him for a friendly game. By the time they were through, Ponzi’s two-hundred-dollar stake had been reduced to two dollars and fifty cents, even less than most of the unfortunates in steerage.

The ship entered Boston Harbor on November 17, greeted by a steady drizzle and an icy east wind that whipped the dirty waters into a liquid mountain of whitecaps. The Vancouver’s captain eased the ship to the Dominion Line’s dock in East Boston, where the nearby Splendor Macaroni Company and a fish-glue plant provided the immigrants with their first smells of the new land. Before disembarking, the first- and second-class passengers underwent immigration inspections—only the steerage passengers would be held in quarantine. Ponzi stretched the truth and identified himself to the inspector as a student, but he admitted that he was down to his last few dollars. To gain legal entry into America, he vowed that he was not a polygamist, a cripple, or otherwise infirm, and that he had never been held in prison or a poorhouse.

Having satisfied the inspector, Ponzi strolled jelly-legged down the gangplank wearing his best suit, with spats fastened to his shoes. Despite his nearly empty pockets and his rain-soaked clothes, Ponzi thought he looked “like a million dollars just out of the mint.” He imagined that he cut the figure of a young gentleman from a fine family, perhaps the son of wealthy parents visiting Boston on a pleasure tour before taking his rightful place in Roman society. His excitement ebbed the moment he stepped onto U.S. soil. No gold awaited him. On the ground from the pier to Marginal Street in the distance was sticky, black mud, an inch deep wherever he stood, stretching as far as he could see. It was certain to ruin his spats.

Having anticipated the possibility that young Carlo would leave the ship broke—he had been stranded before, on much shorter trips—his mother and uncle had provided him with prepaid train fare to Pittsburgh. There he could spend a few days with a distant relative—“some fifth cousin of some third cousin of ours,” Ponzi called him. But even before he reached Pittsburgh two days after landing, Ponzi was feeling tricked. He was hungry to the point of starving, alone, and down to a few coins. He began wishing he had never heard of America. He spoke no English, had no marketable skills, and considered it a source of pride that he had never worked a day in his life.

America did not seem terribly welcoming, either. The trip to Pittsburgh took him through New York, and when he bolted off the train in search of a meal during a stopover he ran smack into the arms of an Irish policeman. Ponzi lacked the language to explain that he was running because he was hungry, not because he had stolen something, and it was only through the intervention of an Italian bootblack that Ponzi avoided a night in jail. Once in Pittsburgh, Ponzi spent only a short time with his relative before finding a bed in an Italian rooming house and beginning a life of hand-to-mouth hardship. He considered writing home for help, but he could not bear the thought of disappointing his mother again. So he set off in the footsteps of millions of immigrants before him.

For the next four years, Ponzi worked as a grocery clerk, a road drummer, a factory hand, and a dishwasher. He repaired sewing machines, pressed shirts, painted signs, sold insurance, and waited tables. He rarely lasted long—sometimes he was fired, sometimes he quit in disgust, and other times he quit to avoid being fired. He rambled up and down the East Coast, staying close to the ocean to ease his homesickness. He cadged meals and slept in parks when he could not afford a bed. One time in New York he saved a bit of money but blew it all on a two-week spree at Coney Island, the beachside amusement park where a young immigrant could forget his troubles on the Steeplechase ride, roam the “Electric Eden” of Luna Park, or chase girls in the dance hall at Stauch’s restaurant. But that was a brief respite. His silken clothes fell to shreds and his years of the good life became a receding memory.

In America, Carlo became Charles, and at times he found it useful to adopt a new last name: Bianchi, or “white,” which fit his fair complexion. English spellings of Italian names were not yet standardized, and he was also known as “Ponsi,” “Ponci,” and “Ponse.” He grew a mustache that sat on his upper lip like a bottlebrush. With the new names and new look came a new language. Soon he was as fluent in English as he was in Italian and French, and with his new tongue he began seeking jobs more suited to his dreams.

In July 1907, he scraped together a few dollars for a train ticket to Montreal, arriving at the magnificent Gare Bonaventure with no baggage and a single dollar in his pocket. Ponzi walked up Rue Saint Jacques, Canada’s Wall Street, past ornate eight- and ten-story bank and insurance buildings that were the skyscrapers of their day. Not two blocks from the train station he saw the sign of an Italian bank, Banco Zarossi. Calling himself Charles Bianchi, he made himself as presentable as possible and walked confidently through the door. Five minutes later he was hired as a clerk. Ponzi/Bianchi was delighted. After four years of menial labor, he finally had a job that complemented his skills and fit his self-image. Never mind that it was just the sort of job he had rejected as beneath him in Italy.

Canada was in the midst of an immigration wave of Italians, many of them brawny young men from the south of Italy who sought jobs in the coal mines of Nova Scotia and clearing forests for the Canada Pacific Railway. Nominally based in Montreal, they would be away from the city for months at a time. They needed a safe place to send their paychecks, but their business held little appeal for the British and Scottish financiers who lorded over Rue Saint Jacques. Banco Zarossi was one of several Montreal banks that had sprung up to fill the void.

The bank’s owner, a jolly man named Luigi “Louis” Zarossi, had formerly been in the cigar business. But as soon as he’d entered the world of finance he’d been intent on beating his competitors. It was a daunting task, largely because another Italian bank, located almost directly across the street, was owned by the notorious Antonio Cordasco, the city’s richest and most powerful padrone. The padrone system of labor bosses was in full flower at the turn of the century in North American cities with large Italian immigrant populations. At its center were native Italians who formed relationships with companies seeking unskilled laborers, then established themselves, sometimes through force, as the men to see for jobs, housing, loans, travel papers, and everything else they could control. Cordasco was that man in Montreal. He ruled an extensive network of agents and subagents in his native country and Canada who kept business humming, workers coming, and cash flowing. At a parade three years before Ponzi’s arrival in Canada, Cordasco had himself fitted with a crown and declared the “King of Montreal’s Italian Workers.”

But Zarossi had an idea. Cordasco’s bank and others catering to immigrants paid depositors 2 percent interest on their accounts. It was a simple system: the banks invested in Italian securities that paid 3 percent, then gave 2 percent to depositors and kept 1 percent for costs and profits. Zarossi announced that he would pay depositors the full 3 percent, plus another 3 percent as a bonus, for an unheard-of 6 percent. Asked how he could do it, Zarossi tapped into the public’s widespread suspicions that greedy bankers paid pennies on the dollar while keeping huge profits for themselves. His largesse was possible, he claimed, because he would share his bank’s earnings more fairly with his depositors. Cordasco was furious. Dubious, too. Cordasco considered it impossible to pay such returns. He kept quiet, but he suspected that Zarossi would be paying one man with another man’s money, an age-old fraud known as “robbing Peter to pay Paul.”

As months passed and business boomed at Banco Zarossi, Ponzi impressed his boss with his intelligence, his easy smile, and his smooth way with customers. Ponzi was especially solicitous of the bank’s female customers, flirting with them and basking in their attention. Even more than the customers, Ponzi liked Zarossi’s pretty seventeen-year-old daughter, Angelina. Soon Ponzi was promoted to bank manager, and it looked as though he was finally making something of himself.

As the promised interest came due, Zarossi needed to find ways to make the relatively exorbitant payments. If he paid his depositors 6 percent through traditional means, he would soon be bankrupt. An alternative, albeit illegal, was staring him in the face: the money immigrant workers sent to their families via the bank. Zarossi began dipping into those funds, knowing it would be weeks or months before word got back to Montreal that the money had never arrived. He would buy more time by claiming he had sent the money and the fault rested with the mails or whoever received the money in Italy. If a depositor raised a stink, the bank would send money from its fresh deposits. Zarossi figured the cycle of finger-pointing and late payments could keep the scheme afloat long enough for him to come up with another way to pay. If that failed, he would have enough time to gather his profits and his family, and flee.

But events moved more quickly than Zarossi had anticipated. Depositors wanted their interest, immigrants demanded to know what had become of the money they’d sent home, and authorities began investigating the bank for embezzlement. In mid-1908, less than a year after Ponzi came to work for him, Zarossi packed a bag full of cash and fled alone to Mexico City. In the aftermath, one employee killed himself, and another, Antonio Salviati, disappeared when authorities accused him of stealing $944.85 from a customer named Francesco Charpaleggio, who had come to the bank to send money to his family in Italy. The suicide and Salviati’s disappearance raised suspicions that the fraud went deeper than Zarossi. Eventually the bank collapsed, costing depositors even more. It was unclear how much Ponzi knew, but as bank manager he made a clear target for investigators.

Yet unlike Salviati, who ran, Ponzi stayed put in Montreal. For several months, though jobless, he watched over Zarossi’s family, which included not just Angelina but three other daughters and Zarossi’s wife. But by August 1908, Ponzi grew tired of domestic life and feared that he might face arrest, deportation, or both. It was time to hit the road. As usual, though, he had spent whatever money he had earned. The twenty-six-year-old Ponzi made a decision he would long regret.

On Saturday morning, August 29, 1908, he went to the offices of a shipping firm called the Canadian Warehousing Company, a client of Banco Zarossi. Ponzi had been there many times before to collect receipts and to handle other business matters. He raised no suspicions when he walked into the empty office of the manager, Damien Fournier. While no one was looking, Ponzi went to Fournier’s desk and found a checkbook from another bank where the company had an account, the French-owned Bank of Hochelaga. Ponzi tore a blank check from the back of the checkbook and left as quickly as he had come.

That afternoon, Ponzi filled out the check in the legitimate-seeming amount of $423.58. He signed it “D. Fournier” and presented it at a branch of the Bank of Hochelaga. He asked the teller for four one-hundred-dollar bills in American currency, but the teller told him that would not be possible. Agitated, Ponzi accepted forty-two ten-dollar bills, three singles, and the rest in coins. Cash in hand, Ponzi left the bank and began outfitting himself for his return to the United States. He went from store to store, buying two suits, an overcoat, a pair of boots, and a watch and chain. He completed the spree with thirty-two dollars’ worth of shirts, collars, cuffs, ties, and suspenders from a men’s clothing store called R. J. Tooke.

Before Ponzi could leave town, officials at the Bank of Hochelaga began having serious doubts about the signature on the check. At noon the following Monday, Montreal Detective John McCall headed over to Ponzi’s boardinghouse, across town from the bank on Rue Saint Denis. When McCall first confronted Ponzi, the detective asked if his name was Bianchi. Ponzi said no, his name was Clement. McCall then identified himself as a detective. Before McCall could say anything more, Ponzi sighed, “I’m guilty.”

The detective and a partner searched Ponzi and found the receipt from the forged check. They also counted out what was left of the money: $218.12. McCall placed Ponzi under arrest and brought him to the city’s vermin-infested jail.

Ponzi’s years as a sojourner had taught him a few things, and he quickly began calculating a way to improve his accommodations. Pretending to be catatonic, he curled up in a corner, stared at the wall, and chewed a towel to shreds. A guard brought him to the jail infirmary, where Ponzi emerged from his trance and began whooping and climbing a wall to get to a barred window. After a few hours in a straitjacket, he acted as though he were recovering from a bout of epilepsy. It was a crude ruse, but it worked. His jailers kept him in the relative comforts of the infirmary until his November trial.

Ponzi pleaded innocent before the court, but it was a hopeless cause. The testimony of Detective McCall and the bank teller, not to mention Ponzi’s sudden shopping spree, made quick work of the trial. Ponzi was found guilty of forgery and sentenced to three years in prison under the name Charles Ponsi, alias Bianchi.

Ponzi served his sentence three miles from Montreal, inside the looming gray stone walls of Saint Vincent de Paul Penitentiary, a prison with all the charm of the Bastille. Like a passenger in steerage, he slept on a mattress made from a sack of corncobs and husks. His cellmate was a fellow Italian immigrant, a swindler named Louis Cassullo who was serving a three-year stretch. Ponzi sized up Cassullo as a man who would steal the poor box in a church or pick a drunkard’s pocket—“one of those prowling, petty, sneaky thieves whose counterparts in the animal kingdom are the hyenas and the jackals.” Their days were spent in an unheated shed where they pounded rock into gravel. In time, Ponzi joked that he had crushed enough stone to pave Yellowstone National Park. Within a few months, Ponzi put his banking experience to work by winning a job as a clerk in the jail blacksmith’s shop, after which he won a promotion to the chief engineer’s office, and finally to the warden’s office.

Despite the softer working conditions, Ponzi stewed endlessly over his situation. He wrote several pleading letters to Cordasco, but the padrone turned a deaf ear. Cordasco suspected that Ponzi was the mastermind of the Zarossi scheme, and he was not about to help. Over time, Ponzi earned the warden’s trust as a model prisoner, and his sentence was shortened to twenty months for good behavior.

On July 13, 1910, Ponzi was doing his clerk duties when the warden came to him with a paper to type: his own parole form. Elated, Ponzi was released with five dollars in his pocket and an ill-fitting suit from the prison tailor shop. Longing for the fine Italian garments of his youth, Ponzi considered the suit grotesque. Not that it mattered where he was headed.
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Dear Reader,

Have you ever wondered why “Ponzi Scheme” s pat of our leicon? Why, out of al
the rogues, grfters, and fimflam men who have tobbed Peter to pay Paul, was it an laian
immigrant named Charles Poni who became syionymous with the ltimate scam?

“The reason, s you willsoon discover in Michell Zuckoffs superb Jazz Age tae of
crime and glory is that Poni did i with unique style. I you were going to be flcced, Ponzi
s the kind of man you'd want o flecce you. He was  family man, a clever entzeprencur, 3
snazzy dressee. He cven had a conscience

In 1920, Poni made the people of Boston an iresisible business propasiion: I
they invested in his enterpise he would double their money in thrce months by profiing
from ssls of intermational postage siamps through fuctuations in curtency exchange rates.
Within eight months, Poni had rised $10 millon and become a front.page story.

We all know vaguely what happened nest, but the surprise and delght of seading
Mitchell ZuckofPs suspenseful account of Poni's rise and fallis in wtching the charismatic
scoundre r o stay one step ahead of the government authorities and newspapet reporters
who ar suspiious of his methods and actively nvestgatng him.

Ponsi's legacy s alive and well today—Enron s only the most recent cxample—and
hislegend will esonat a long s thre a ambitious peopl i scatch of casy money and
fame. Chares Ponzi may have been an immigrant, but n his hrger-than e decams and
audacious pursits, he was & true American.

Amasingly, Pociisth first major nonficton work on this egendary figare. 1 hope
youill njoy it and spread the word,
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