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To Chuck—
the real McCoy





“Once you give a charlatan power over you, you almost never get it back.”

—CARL SAGAN, THE DEMON-HAUNTED WORLD:
SCIENCE AS A CANDLE IN THE DARK

“Shut up and take my money!”

—PHILIP J. FRY, EVERYMAN, FUTURAMA
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INTRODUCTION

Dear Reader:

The conspirators in the following pages were all guilty and, for the most part, received generous helpings of their just desserts. The crimes are fascinating and, once upon a time, diverting. I wrote the majority of this book in 2020 while under COVID-19 lockdown and was glad for the distraction from the world around me. But as I became more familiar with the scammers’ modes and methods, the distraction faded; for all the reports of pain and suffering these baddies were inflicting, their overarching response was, “Don’t believe the press.” The swindlers’ true enemy is information, and by undermining the Fourth Estate they are better able to direct the narrative and, therefore, interrupt the flow of objective information. When there is no longer a consensus on “fact” then the border abutting “fiction” becomes increasingly fuzzy. This is dangerous territory.

The dogged journalism that helped unmask each of the confidence tricksters in the following pages was not the end of the story, by any means—the victims still had to admit to being bamboozled, which was no small feat—but the louder the con men cried to ignore the pesky reporters, the hollower their words became. I remember being a young girl and hanging out in the kitchen where an aging boombox constantly blared NPR. The late great Cokie Roberts told a story of New York Times reporter Charles Mohr covering the Goldwater campaign in 1964 when a woman ran from the rally with frantic tears in her eyes shouting, “Stop them! Stop those reporters! They’re writing down every word he’s saying!” I let out a short, sharp laugh when I heard this because it was so absurd, so backward. But the tearful woman was not alone and probably not even malicious in her intent. I have thought of this story many times since I first heard it in the 1990s. When truth is devalued and rejected, the architects of fiction prevail.

I have only examined con artists working in America—the Land of Opportunity—and only those working the pre-internet era (1850–1950). I saved myself from wading into the opaque waters of email scams and modern-day catfishing, but I have passed judgment on the characters in these chapters and have developed fully formed, 2020-based opinions of them. However, their stories do not require editorializing but, rather, retelling. I have kept myself out of these narratives because you, dear readers, can reach your own conclusions based on the evidence before you. Worry not, though, for the writing is energetic and colorful, but the facts are there. The haunting echoes of these long cons still ring today, which made writing this ... challenging. To ignore and reject history only imperils the future, and the 2020 present was proof. Of course, I hope that readers will not look through the wrong end of the telescope here—this is not an instructional manual—but instead, I hope you come away from these stories with a renewed appreciation for The Truth.

Railey Jane Savage




CHAPTER ONE

They Call Me ... Gordon Gordon




	THE TIME:
	1868–1874



	THE PLACE:
	Edinburgh, Scotland; Minneapolis, Minnesota; New York, New York; Manitoba, Canada



	THE TAKE:
	$37,000–$1,000,000, jewels, baubles, endless streams of champagne



	THE PLAYERS:
	Rev. Simpson, Forfarshire, Scotland



	
	Thomas Smith, of Marshall & Sons Jewelers, Edinburgh



	
	Howard Paddison, Esq., Lincoln’s Inn, London



	
	Colonel Loomis, Land Agent Commissioner, Northern Pacific Railway



	
	William Belden



	
	Horace Greeley



	
	Jay Gould



	
	Boss Tweed



	
	Merriam, Fletcher, and Hoy



	
	Hubert Hamilton, Lord Glencairn, Lord Gordon-Gordon, George H. Hamilton Gordon, and the Pretender to the Earldom of Aberdeen—referred to as “GG’” in this narrative





THE REVEREND SIMPSON LIVED QUIETLY AT HIS RECTORY OF THE FREE Church Manse in Forfarshire, Scotland. The mid-nineteenth century was bucolic but hard in rural Britain. The landed gentry had their estates, and the clergy had their housing, but class mobility was rare and always hard-fought. In the summer of 1868, an affable young man leased a small plot for shooting and quickly became friendly with Rev. Simpson, his neighbor. This pleasant neighbor—to all appearances a gentleman—was familiarly known as “Hamilton.” And, as Simpson described, “There was much surmising as to who he was, but as he paid his bills punctually, lived quietly and had the manners of a gentleman, no one could find anything against his character or conduct.” Hamilton went away but returned the following season as “Lord Glencairn,” (we’ll call him “GG”) and sought an introduction to those who could help elevate his furnishings and dress to match his recently elevated bearing. Rev. Simpson obliged and took him to a jewelry firm in Edinburgh, Marshall & Sons, of which Simpson was a regular client. And though Simpson had been curious about the apparently upstanding young man, “as he continued to behave in a gentlemanly way and had friends from England with him who were men of standing and respectability, and especially as he was certified to be a man of rank and wealth by his lawyers, a well-known firm in Lincoln’s Inn, I was willing to think the best of him, and at least to wait until he discovered himself before I judged him.”1

Simpson’s attitude was representative of nearly all those who came to know GG; there was no real reason to question claims that the man never explicitly made; he never claimed to be a lord but never balked when others presumed. Presumption, assumption, and inference were his currency, and in this way, GG was wealthy beyond measure.

GG was described as “about five feet eight or nine inches high, of light build, with short black hair, black side whiskers, a bold, overhanding forehead, small features and small grey eyes. He dressed quietly and in good taste.”2 But also, he was “about forty years of age, of medium stature, rather stout, dark hair, mutton chop whiskers, prominent forehead, blue eyes and lots of cheek. A noted detective states that his hair is dyed, and: judging from his eyes, fancies the hair must be light.”3 And, he was also described as “impressive but of medium height (5’ 10”), small, wellformed hands and feet, curling brown hair, side whiskers, eyes of blue or grey, finger nails manicured, full or protuberant forehead, erect form, peculiarly stiff and set way of holding his head up and back, nervous and restless manner.”4 The overall impression was generally consistent among the describers, but they differed in small ways; given that the devil is in the details, it was in these consistencies and gaps that GG allowed his reputation to grow organically.

His suggestions—both stated and implied—toward his bearing were supported by his associations with a legal firm out of Lincoln’s Inn, London, and a powerful bank in Dundee, Scotland. Mr. Howard Paddison of Lincoln’s Inn had so fully embraced him as a client that he allowed GG to use the rooms above his law offices. And with the Dundee banker, GG deposited a few thousand pounds on which to draw for general expenses, but he also had “implied that the income was £40,000 to £50,000 a year” for the peerage.5 Of note: The Scottish banker had unwittingly acted as confirmation by association, but he never extended GG an overdraft; whether forethought or frugality drove this decision matters not, for, in the end, he was practically the only person from whom GG could not get more out of than he put in.

The Dundee banker’s caution notwithstanding, GG had set it up that the responsibility of vetting and legitimacy fell to the firms. With respected outfits vouching for him, GG was able to deflect all questions of his character and honesty to his banker and lawyer: Dundee, Scotland, and Mr. Paddison in London were positioned to answer any challenges to GG’s claims. With only these two firms, GG had begun spinning his web of not-so-much plausible deniability but plausible confirmation. This method was risky, though, and generally considered shady, at best: “In the absence of other recommendations, to rent a country-house with shootings, and keep an account with a banker in the nearest town, are usually accepted as an unchallengeable passport to good society in Scotland. It is a cheap way of making character, not very nicely scrutinized.”6

In the same way GG leveraged his association with the banker and lawyer, he used ostensibly noble objects to signify his standing. Dress, accessories, and trappings all had to support GG’s unspoken claims while he maintained “that kind of placidity of countenance and dreamy indifference which are considered to be marks of high breeding.”7 After receiving confirmation from Dundee and London that GG was, in fact, a known client, Marshall & Sons must have felt eager and lucky to have such an esteemed client with such magpie urges in their good graces, and in them, GG had found an ideal partner.

He had fittingly taken rooms at the Royal Hotel in Edinburgh. He wrote notes and scores of letters on printed stationery bearing a fancy coronet over the monogram “H.G.,” all of which he signed “H. Glencairn.” He kept a “tiger,” a squire-like attendant dramatically outfitted in buckskin breeches, top boots, and a cockade to indicate his master’s military commission under the Queen. His dresser set and small boxes were all monogrammed with “Right Honorable Lord Glencairn.” As he allowed others to fill in the blanks of his lineage, so, too, did he tacitly encourage a royal reputation through his things.

GG paid special attention to a Dresden dinner plate, painted with a portrait of Napoleon’s mother. GG said this marvelous dish had been coveted by former Emperor Napoleon who, he told Mr. Thomas Smith of Marshall & Sons, had offered £10,000 for it. But GG was restrained and would not part with his treasure! That is until he offered it to the jewelers for display in their front window to entice and inspire potential customers. How lucky for them that GG’s largesse was so flexible! He brought them the priceless treasure two days later, wrapped in brown paper, and it was put in a position of power in the display window at once.

Trivial though this one plate might seem, it revealed GG’s preternatural sense for social manipulation. Through peddling this relic, his fancy but generic stationery, and his superficial tiger, GG maximized the goodwill the shops and banks extended him.

His claim to the peerage of Glencairn was to mature upon his twen-ty-seventh birthday, which was March 25, 1870. This, he claimed, would give him full access to the estate’s coffers. The shops and firms were happy to extend credit to that date, expecting the payoff to not only settle accounts but also secure a lifelong customer with deep pockets. In many ways, it was brilliant for GG to set a deadline, for it gave him a window of time in which to freely operate while setting a firm date for him to flee.



[image: chpt_fig_001]
A photo of Lord Gordon Gordon looking extraordinary in his trademark tam and sporran.

“LORD GORDON-GORDON,” MANITOBA HISTORICAL SOCIETY, VIA WIKIPEDIA, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Lord_Gordon-Gordon.jpg#/media/File:Lord_Gordon-Gordon.jpg.


Before disappearing, though, he tried to glean and gain as much stuff as he could to act as evidence for future flings. He leaned into Marshall & Sons’s good graces and commissioned a great number of baubles and trinkets of his own design. All of them bore his monogram. His sketches were careful and fastidious such that “no one could have imagined him to be naught but a gentleman of refined tastes and habits.”8 His familiarity with the shop was so complete that upon seeing one of the partner’s sons one morning, he took a knee and earnestly addressed the lad and “benevolently gave him some good advices regarding his conduct through life, especially recommending him to be diligent, truthful, and always to keep in mind that ‘honesty is the best policy.’”9

The scene in the jewelry shop is revealing; GG knew proscribed signifiers of title and rank, so he knew just what to ask for in order to look the part. And how to ask for it by playing the part. GG’s sage, idiomatic advice would have been received like a blessing by these grateful merchants, more of his same magnanimity that he’d graced them with by generously lending them his £10,000 Dresden plate. “Honesty is the best policy,” but not always the most lucrative.

Smith’s initial inquiries into GG’s standing reveal the wheels-within-wheels of plausible deniability and plausible confirmation that GG had so expertly designed. After GG had been haunting the jewelers for only a few weeks, Smith called on Paddison to establish how much—if any!—credit should be extended GG, given the delay in payment for items already procured.

“I had better see his Lordship,” said Smith after seeing GG’s trademark Tam O’Shanter lying on one of the tables in Paddison’s office.

“I am surprised you think the Lordship should be here!” replied Paddison with false amazement. Paddison left his office to go upstairs.

When he returned, he bade Smith follow him as GG had “agreed to grant an audience,” so he ushered Smith up the stairs to an elegantly furnished room GG dubbed his “audience chamber.”

GG welcomed Smith, “What a pleasure to see you, Mr. Smith. You are quite right to see me and make an inquiry. You are quite right to make all the inquiries!” But, gesturing to Paddison, who had entered the chamber but stood silently, GG said, “I leave all my money matters entire to my solicitor, dear Mr. Paddison. I leave it to you to take up the matter with him.”

Paddison returned to his office. GG kept Smith a moment longer in the chamber to call attention to the bookcase filled with beautifully bound volumes and the detailed plans for his estates that lined the walls.

Smith had come for restitution on delinquent accounts so he was not satisfied with being fobbed off to Paddison, who seemed an accomplice, no matter how unwitting. Wanting as few feathers ruffled as possible, Paddison assured Smith that he would retrieve some of the goods his Lordship had purchased and write a check for the remaining balance. “But,” Mr. Paddison added, “if I do this, it would give great offense to his Lordship.”

Weighing the risk of slighting GG against being taken to court by Smith, Paddison gave Smith a written guarantee for the full amount due and that it would be paid on March 25.10
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On March 9, 1870, though, GG disappeared from the British Isles, leaving a trail of debts, unpaid notes, and memories of stolen baubles. On March 25, Smith wrote to Paddison, reminding him of the promise. Paddison’s reply: “The whole of us have been duped.”

GG had absconded, leaving the solicitors of his mythical estates in the lurch to the extent of over $25,000 and several unsettled bills with the leading shopkeepers of London and Edinburgh, and doubtless there were many others who were too embarrassed, or too ruined, to make themselves known.11

A small, though strangely endearing, twist was that many of the unpaid-for items were recovered as GG had made gifts of them to his friends, family, and business associates. Once the bills were due and merchants began to “follow the money,” much of the gifted contraband was returned such that GG’s financial destruction was somewhat mitigated. Paddison returned the gifts he had received, thereby decreasing his own financial liability as GG’s guarantor, and sometime later, the Dundee banker sent to Marshall & Sons a gold chain and locket GG had given a bank clerk.12

Whether Paddison and the banker had vouched for GG before or after receiving these gifts was not discussed.

[image: chpt_fig_002]

There were multiple and differing reports on when and where GG landed on the North American continent. Some said Nova Scotia. Some said Boston. One report told of an English gentleman who moved elegantly through Portland, Maine’s social scene: “With a fine personal appearance, and courtly dress and manner, he soon made many acquaintances, who, dazzled by his wealth and splendid equipage, believed him to be and English nobleman traveling incog.”13 This person made overtures toward buying vast tracts of American land on which to house his purportedly hundreds of tenant families. However, this person of interest left the area without finalizing the deal. Or paying.

GG’s whereabouts were confirmed that winter, 1870, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Somewhere between Edinburgh and Minnesota, he’d become heir to the Earldom of Aberdeen and a fully landed lord: Lord Gordon Gordon.

In Minneapolis, he swanned through the social circles, wined and dined by the effete, all while talking of his grand plans to bring his people to American land—tenants of his vast estates in Scotland and England. “The coronet upon his livery and the insignia of nobility on his papers gave strength to his assertions,”14 as did the endless stream of letters on impressive stationery he received from impressive-sounding people. These stories and his just-so, put-together air made him the cream of the Minnetonka set in the 1871 season. He was partial to patent leather shoes, a silk hat, and gloves. He was the darling of hungry investors and their wives. 

The promise of tenants, and the influx of the $5 million it would take to get them there, piqued the interest of Colonel J. Loomis, Land Commissioner of the Northern Pacific Railway, who quickly made available 50,000 acres of Northern Pacific land, just in case.

Northern Pacific’s interest in GG’s whale of an investment was not a surprise, but their extravagance to court him, fueled by desperation, was. Just two years prior, Northern Pacific’s president, Jay Cooke, had sold immigrants and farmers on the “atmospheric Gulf Stream” that moved through the upper Midwest, warming the air and cultivating a natural “second Garden of Eden.... One thousand bushels of potatoes are reported to have been raised on a single acre; the pears and cherries are in season from three to seven months, and grain ripens into a magnificent crop, no matter what time of the year it is put into the ground.”15 This was, of course, not true; Cooke had sold them a false promise of real estate in America’s Garden of Eden. A promised interest rate of 7.75 percent, coupled with the immigrants’ tens of thousands of dead livestock and their crippled farms after a typical Minnesota winter that brought temperatures of 30 degrees below zero, nearly destroyed Northern Pacific and made its directors vulnerable and desperate. Did GG know this? Had he just happened upon a powerful railroad magnate desperate for a too-good-to-be-true investment?

At one point, GG was asked of his intentions in Minnesota, to which he charitably offered: “Yes ... I do covet a few thousand acres of your beautiful lands: not for myself—I have more than enough for the remnant of my poor life—but for my beloved sister, for the gratification of her benevolence. She would like to present to some of my old tenant lands in your free republic, where they may rear their families in peace and plenty; and to gratify my beautiful sister I would like to buy a few thousand acres—not many thousands, you know—say—say—say—say about—about 50,000 acres or so—just a little for my poor people.”16

He needed the land for his tenants ... his sister ... any party at least one degree of separation removed. Wheels within wheels: plausible deniability, plausible confirmation.

What the Americans didn’t know—and wouldn’t have understood, probably—was GG’s promotion to “Earl” while sailing for America. What could have prompted this? And why move from “Glencairn” to “Gordon”? Stranger still, “Gordon Gordon”? As a contemporaneous historian surmised: “[H]is choice of name was chiefly to the possession of note-papers with the earl’s coronet, and the monogram H. G, or G. BL, just as you chose to read it. Possessing a quantity of these note-papers, his lordship needed to make no change. He was Hamilton, Lord Gordon, or, if you like, George Hamilton Gordon, Earl of Aberdeen.” GG’s name changed depending upon the stationery he was using that day. Somewhere in the Atlantic, between a single Dresden dinner plate and a stack of fancy stationery, GG had found his calling.

It would be a full year before anyone in America thought to question GG’s supposed coat of arms. Being generally clueless to the workings of the British realm—a safe bet and security blanket for GG—his American marks did not know “that the bearing an earl’s coronet over a monogram was an irregularity unknown to the laws of arms.”17

Northern Pacific didn’t want to lose this kilted boon, so Colonel Loomis quickly arranged a grand survey of the lands for GG. The introduction/survey/claim party Loomis put together to parade Gordon around Minneapolis was the stuff of local legend. A description from the then editor-in-chief of the Minneapolis Tribune demonstrated just how grand that expedition was: teams of horses, wagon trains, manual laborers, a French cook, white silk be-gloved waiters, full table service for every meal, bottomless potted grouse, and endless streams of champagne. A land surveyor rode alongside to point out the “tastiest spots” to GG for his settlement. The Stars and Stripes marked their camp, but the “banner of the Gordons” was always fluttering outside GG’s well-appointed tent. “Meantime [Loomis] studied the sphinx Milord, and concluded that he was a queer cross between the lofty and the lowly; he was half lord and half lackey; perhaps his father was an English earl and his mother an Irish chamber-maid.” 18 Loomis was about half right.

By the end of the storied trip, Gordon had laid claim to upwards of 50,000 acres with the promise of one hundred Scottish families reaching Duluth by the spring of 1872. Northern Pacific’s imaginative and hard-working publicist fed the Associated Press a $7,000 bribe for the November 22, 1871, headline: “Lord Gordon, a wealthy Scotch noble who had purchased two townships of land from the North Pacific Railroad Company, on which tracts his countrymen are settling. The vast and fertile fields of the great Northwest offer extraordinary inducements to the thrifty denizens of overcrowded Europe.”19 GG’s baseless claim had been legitimized with an ill-gotten headline. The layers of deception were stacked, exponentially increasing with each claim to plausible confirmation.

However, as the Times reported: “In November they came back half frozen. Milord had selected his 50,000 acres in Otter Tail and Beaver Counties. The Northern Pacific Railroad Company footed the bills—$50,000 for two months. The absurd farce was at an end. Milord Gordon did not buy the land for his poor tenants, and he never again mentioned his benevolent sister to anyone.”20

Embedded in these layers was GG’s genius for psychological manipulation. For as desperate as Jay Cooke was for cash, so, too, was Col. Loomis for fame. On their storied tour, GG staked many lots along Pelican Lake, which the rail line abutted, 150 miles northwest of Minneapolis. There were detailed maps of his plans for this new, idyllic city, which he planned to call “Loomis.”

The stacked layers of deception also allowed for GG to move more fluidly from one mark to the next. Though he had spent two months touring Northern Pacific’s land in Minnesota, laying claim to favorable tracts and happily riding in the sumptuous dining car, GG did not make any real purchases. Money never officially changed hands. Why Loomis did not know this, or take care to know this, was a mystery. Perhaps he was blinded by the sparkling waters of Pelican Lake and the glittering shores of his namesake fantastical city.

Whatever the case, GG left Minneapolis around New Year’s Eve 1871 and made for the Eastern seaboard, armed with a mountain of letters of introduction to New York’s cream. Loomis traveled eastward alongside him while scribbling multiple letters on GG’s behalf, including one to Horace Greeley. What plans Loomis and GG must have made for the utopian city along Pelican Lake! The New York Herald noted GG’s generosity and grace—and speech patterns!—when laying out his new city:


Everybody was struck with the magnificent ideas of this philanthropic noble who was possessed of such fabulous wealth, and when in conversation, he remarked to one gentleman, “Aw, my deaw fellah, as a fwend, I will let you have one cworner of a stweet.” Lord Gordon ... paid a “VISIT TO PROVIDENCE” and was there received and fêted in magnificent style. General Burnside and other distinguished gentlemen were asked to meet him at dinner. Lord Gordon was delightful in his manners and affable beyond measure and became so overcome with gratitude at the kindness of his host that before leaving he sold a few “cworner lots” in the city of Loomis, on Pelican Lake, to the son of the above gentleman.21



It was a few short months after GG was so warmly welcomed that a lengthy bio/speculation piece published in the New York Herald revealed GG’s layers were crumbling in real time. The future landholders of Loomis grew uneasy after reading the article, so they checked on their “cworner lot” claims with the Northern Pacific. Whatever degree of shock the deed-holders experienced at being told their claims were worthless, the Northern Pacific officials were even more bewildered for, as they informed the distressed deed-holders, GG did not own any Northern Pacific land. Not one single acre.

“In the meanwhile these anxious inquiries came to the ears of His Lordship, and as he had other FISH TO FRY of a more important nature the purchasers of the ‘cworner lots’ were returned their money, with the information from Lord Gordon that he had discovered the title was not good.”22 How laughable, nigh impressive, it was of GG to accuse Northern Pacific of selling him bum deeds (more plausible deniability). Though the fact that his friend Loomis had been recently fired as Northern Pacific’s land agent gave GG a ready scapegoat. One can only picture what a confrontation between a swindled General Burnside and darling GG might have looked like: a bewhiskered battle between fury and feigned fury.

So, by April 1872, GG’s tapestry of lies was actively fraying. As the Herald brilliantly noted, though, GG had other “FISH TO FRY.” Enter: Jay Gould, Fish.

In the course of swanning through Minneapolis society, GG had made fast friends with the Beldens. While impossible to confirm, GG must have known Bill Belden’s recent history as a central member of the New York cabal that had, only two years prior, tried to corner and short the gold market. With Diamond Jim Fisk and Jay Gould his co-conspir-ators, Belden’s notoriety as a business associate of the day’s preeminent robber barons, and co-architect of the Black Friday of 1869 run to corner the gold market, was certain. Perhaps GG specifically positioned himself to rub elbows with Belden, a uniquely well-positioned mark. Perhaps he saw the writing on the wall for Loomis, who was still scribbling introductory notes on GG’s behalf. The Northern Pacific “cworner lots” wouldn’t be revealed for a few weeks yet, so GG’s social capital still had outsized spending power. Whether based on forethought, or fueled by happenstance, GG found himself steaming westward on the same train as Mrs. Belden, all but assuring his entrée into New York’s railroad society.
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Boss Tweed manipulated and abused the markets with a sharp stick, honed with Jay Gould’s ready cash infusions.

THE “BOY OF THE PERIOD” STIRRING UP THE ANIMALS; CURRIER & IVES CARTOON OF JAY GOULD POKING BULLS AND BEARS, 1869; LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, PRINTS & PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION, LC-DIG-PPMSCA-11784 (DIGITAL FILE FROM ORIGINAL PRINT), https://www.loc.gov/item/90712364/.


Of note is that Diamond Jim Fisk—preeminent robber baron, scandal of society pages, beloved figure of New York’s working poor, and partner of Jay Gould—had been gunned down in the lobby of the Grand Central Hotel on January 6 of that year by his mistress’s jealous lover, mere days before GG’s arrival in New York. Fisk had weathered the financial furor of 1869 and had continued to hold sway with Boss Tweed and President Ulysses S. Grant. His murder set the city agog and had a profound effect on Jay Gould. Gould was wracked with grief and beset by violent coughing fits brought on by consumption. It was a scant two months after Fisk’s ignominious death that Gould met GG.

The economic and psychological turmoil Gould had lately experienced made him a prime mark for GG. There was already trouble afoot in the Vanderbilt–Gould dispute over control of the Erie Railroad, so GG’s inflated—nay! Fantastical!—claims of lands and tenantry were perfectly suited to float dreams of expansion and lust for control. GG’s calculated claims were set in motion such that he secured an introduction to Loomis, to an introduction to Horace Greeley, to an introduction to respected railroad manager Colonel Tom Scott, to an introduction to Jay Gould.

GG’s boast of 60,000-share ownership of Erie stock was effective and pricked Gould’s ear. With Gould’s term as president of the Erie Board under fire from Greeley’s Southmayd Bill, he was only too eager to secure means—by hook or by crook—of retaining his control of the railroad.

Gould would also have been worried by a suit brought against him by London firm Heath & Raphael, taking him to task for defrauding Erie’s English stockholders. Under assault but steeled, Gould was not about to cede the controlling interest in Erie to Cornelius Vanderbilt, and he jumped at the chance to acquire Gordon’s supposed mountain of controlling shares and his supposed connections to powerful people in England. He did not think to distrust GG’s references.

With a supposed $50 million worth of shares under his control ($30 million his, $20 million from rich English parties), GG—an exotic and esoteric millionaire lord with expensive tastes and grand designs—seemed tailor-made to soothe and save Gould. It’s impossible to say if Gould had always been GG’s intended prey or even whether GG’s deceptions were pathological or calculated. Unethical? Certainly. Immoral? Unclear. What was certain, though, was his commitment to his persona. His self-aggrandizing lies were impressive and consistent. These outlandish claims would have seemed so anachronistic and unbelievable from someone in plain clothes, or otherwise unremarkable, that his engraved goatskin sporran and gilded rings and stickpins would at once suggest and confirm the illusion. Did his lies inform his dress and carriage, or was he always predisposed to shiny things? A kind of delusional magpie? Either way, he jumped at the chance to whisper and suggest at his impressive status: He had been the youngest member of the House of Lords at age twenty-two, his landholdings spanned the British Isles, and the Queen had appointed him a special emissary because he was the only one who could outsmart Bismarck. He proudly wore a solid-gold stickpin she had gifted him. It definitely wasn’t something he’d swindled from an Edinburgh jeweler.

GG positioned himself as Gould’s only hope for salvation, strange alliances notwithstanding—Gould and Greeley were well-documented enemies. William Belden had been a co-conspirator with Diamond Jim Fisk and Gould, by extension, in the gold market scandal of 1869, but his affinity for GG currently outweighed his loyalty to Gould. Horace Greeley and his rallying cry of “Go West, young man!” were in principle and in practice diametrically opposed to Jay Gould and his manipulative industrialist aims. Still, “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” was persuasive logic, however fallible.

As GG massaged his connections and refined his image, he made inroads to Gould. GG installed himself (in style, naturally) at the Metropolitan Hotel, Room 110. His suite of well-appointed rooms was at the top of the staircase on the drawing-room floor and cost him $150 per week, not including his lavish meals and healthy drinks bill. He was generous with the staff—the hotel’s bookkeeper proudly wore a set of diamond studs GG had given him—and they attended to his every, noble need. His time and attention were well-guarded, with only a sacred few allowed to call on his lordship unannounced. One of these rarefied few was Greeley. One of their more significant tête-à-têtes was later described as the following:


Mr. Greeley had dropped in, as was his custom, to discuss an omelet and immigration with his Lordship. Immigration and colonization of study agriculturists from old countries at that time were Mr. Greeley’s hobbies. Lord Gordon had heard the story of “Go West, young man,” and he knew that an introduction to Horace Greeley would lead to a close friendship, and didn’t he, Gordon, have something of a hobby of that kind himself? And if he didn’t, wasn’t it easy to acquire one? To the subject of the management of the Erie Railway Company, “[Gordon] intends to control the next election for directors. These are glad tidings to the editor of the Tribune, and he at once enlists in ‘the Gordon reform movement’ against the alleged corrupt control of the great railway. It was a great breakfast for Greeley.”23



The arrangements it took to get GG and Gould in the same room were intricate and convoluted. Letters of introduction and appointment cards flew across the city. GG’s reputation preceded him, and he leaned into the impression that his time was precious and jealously guarded. Even more carefully than his seemingly bottomless pockets.

On March 2, 1872, at the Metropolitan Hotel, Room 110 was thick with power and pomp. GG’s rooms were impressive, as were his wardrobe, and his prominently displayed collection of items—boxes, maps, silver—denoted a noble bearing. He presented himself as just the type of well-heeled investor toward which the American tycoons would flit. “The Americans, with all their republicanism, are the most arrant title-hunters. They run after persons with a title, and, as has just been observed, a number of them are eager to get hold of any one who will buy large lots of land in the western part of the States.”24 GG and Gould each had their part to play.

With appointment card in hand, Gould arrived at the Metropolitan Hotel in time for his 3 p.m. appointment with GG, as had been arranged through Col. Tom Scott. Gould was intimately familiar with the place as his rotund peer, Boss Tweed, held Room 112.

Gould sent his card to GG and, upon acknowledgment, was summoned up the stairs to Room 110. The door opened to an extravagantly furnished scene, GG at the center.

“I presume I am addressing Lord Gordon,” said Gould, simultaneously confirming and challenging GG’s title.

“Yes, sir,” answered GG with all the gravitas he could muster standing in his decadent room, wearing his sartorial kilt. “Do come in. There is likely much for us to discuss.”
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Mr. Greeley, a scant twelve months before his fateful breakfast with GG at the Metropolitan Hotel.
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“Yes, Lord Gordon. I believe there is.” With that, Gould entered GG’s cloister and sat down to what both men hoped would be a productive meeting.

“Now, Mr. Gould. I am in my own right possessed of upward of 60,000 shares of the capital stock of the Erie Railway Company and am in addition thereto interested in, and represent, a much larger amount of this stock. If I am to help expedite the immigration of my ruddy-cheeked Scotch tenants to these golden shores, I must insist that your Erie Railway Company, Mr. Gould, come to grips with the financial piece.”

GG wasted no time getting to the heart of the matter: Erie’s status of “good standing” was in question. As he controlled $50 million worth of Erie interests, GG had taken it upon himself to investigate how Erie might be saved. There was no question that a reorganization was needed. And while others were happy to make Gould the accused—and actual—offender, GG would help Gould retain his power after the shakeup. So, to make good with the shareholders and their controlling interests, a change in leadership was needed. And quick.

“My fellow Lords had entrusted the entirety of their interests to me to handle, my dear Gould. I was in Parliament, taking my seat in the House of Lords not ten years ago—a callow youth!—and though the youngest member by far (I had barely finished my twenty-first year, don’t you know), I held sway in that body, dear Gould. If I can help set right the management in Parliament, surely I can help you with your American road, sir.”

The walls were lined with framed maps and plans of the future city of LOOMIS, the shelves lined with impressive boxes and objects. GG’s words ricocheted off their gleaming surfaces and pinged around the room, assaulting Gould and making it impossible to think of anything other than GG’s grand claims whizzing through the air.

Gould was shrewd, though. Undeniably. He was also ill and griefstricken. And he was likely more than a little desperate.

“Milord, what you describe sounds [like] a coup, more than a restructure. How am I to be guaranteed that infernal [Southmayd] Bill won’t sink you? I refuse to fight wars on multiple fronts, sir; I shall not be divided and conquered.”
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While Vanderbilt and Gould focus their attentions toward pulling strings on the ground, they are at once propped up and controlled by the true puppet-master: Horace Greeley.

“THE MODERN COLOSSUS OF (RAIL) ROADS,” KEPPLER, JOSEPH FERDINAND, ARTIST.  NEW YORK: PUBLISHED BY KEPPLER & SCHWARZMANN. PHOTOGRAPH. RETRIEVED FROM THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, https://www.loc.gov/item/2014645351/.


“Gould! You misunderstand, my American friend! Just as Her Majesty—the Queen, don’t you know—entrusted only me to negotiate with Bismarck and the Prussians—I have him made, you see; no other man can cope—I shall deliver to you, and the world, a more honest and open Erie road. There shall be a reckoning, you shall once again be made President, I am assured, and the Board will represent yours, mine, and all our best interests.” GG took a moment to sip coffee from his monogrammed china cup. “After all, you know Southmayd is mine? I had to get my bearings on your financial situation, don’t you know? With me you needn’t worry about the Bill. Or the [Heath & Raphael] suit, dear Gould. I will glean what I need and then make them go away. Faith, dear Gould!”

“Negotiations” continued like this for some time. If Gould offered up his resignation, GG would ensure the Board would do the same and the new Board would have members specifically appointed by Gould, GG, and Horace Greeley. GG would make the legislation and pesky lawsuit disappear at his own expense. According to GG, this was all because Gould had guaranteed him that Erie’s financial standing was much rosier than the books, stocks, and press would have people believe. Things were running smoothly! Everything was fine.

Gould had convinced a fake Lord to help him avoid a hostile takeover by convincing him with fake financial claims. Truly, Room 110 was home to an ouroboros of scammers that day.

“It is helpful, is it not? That I should have such elevated friends in the print business, Mr. Gould? Certainly, this might further distance the Sword of Damocles from hanging over your Erie offices? A good word from me to my good friends in the press might be just the ticket. Greeley has certainly made mention of you to me, Mr. Gould.”

“I do not regularly see Mr. Greeley, Lord Gordon,” Gould replied somewhat scornfully. “Though I hear he has ready access to you.”

Knock, knock, knock.

“Mr. Greeley here to see you, Milord.”

GG had, once again, expertly manipulated a mark—for it is hard to label Jay Gould “victim”—into trusting a façade and a faulty impulse. This was a full month before his Northern Pacific scam was revealed, so GG was able to massage his layered, round-robin deception as leverage; GG leveraged fake claims to one American railroad into a takeover of another.

GG’s account of that same meeting was later labeled “verbose, bumptious, and toplofty ... [A] consummate sample of a No. 1 perjury adulterated with a mixture of truth.”25

The following five days were a flurry of negotiations between the two men. Gould’s control of Erie was under siege from multiple parties—Greeley, Cornelius Vanderbilt, the legal proceedings out of London—and this angel investor presented not only a way out but also claimed to hold sway over those who would wish Gould harm. GG said Greeley’s Southmayd Bill, actively being pushed through the legislature, was actually his own doing. Similarly, the London lawsuit was
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