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Epigraph

Think of how stupid the average person is,

and then realize half of them are stupider than that.

—GEORGE CARLIN
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Preface


People don’t always commit crimes because they’re dumb. Some people become criminals out of necessity—they steal to eat. Some become criminals for political reasons, breaking laws deliberately to highlight an injustice.

But then there are the other kind—the egotistical, overconfident criminals. These men and women (apparently a lot more men than women) think they are above the rules. When they look at society, they don’t see people doing their best to coexist and collaborate. They view the rest of us as plump sheep they can fleece. They see the laws we live by as a game for fools—a game they aspire to beat.

Deciding to go it alone as an enemy of millions seems like a dumb choice, but that’s the choice these criminals make. It rarely ends well, and the outcome of their misplaced ambition is often as funny as it is inevitable. Instead of reaching for the sky, they grab for the gutter—and miss.

Some of the criminals in these pages are drawn to schemes where the flaw should be obvious, but they are too stubborn to see it and too arrogant to recognize their own deficiencies. They bumble through their inept plans and are quickly caught.

Others display a grander scale of sociopathic “dumb.” These criminals possess real skill and even show remarkable talent in some areas, but it’s all wasted on small-minded criminal endeavors. Their carefully planned frauds and heists often come crashing down when professional crime solvers enter the picture.

We hope you enjoy this selection of bungling burglars, failed fraudsters, and addled assassins.

Just one word of warning—as you read these stories, you may find yourself thinking, I know what they should have done. I know what I would do . . . If that happens, don’t follow that train of thought too far. You don’t want to end up in a sequel to this book.


I Think I Forgot Something


GIBB GLUB GLUB

It isn’t always personal items that criminals forget. Sometimes, they forget to do something important.

“Clyde” was a criminal with a special interest in Andy Gibb. Remember him? His three older brothers formed the Bee Gees, and Andy was a big name in music during the disco boom of the late 1970s, with eight top-twenty hits.

But while most fans were interested in Gibb’s music, Clyde was more interested in the star’s fifty-eight-foot luxury yacht. According to a tantalizingly brief report in the Colorado Springs Gazette-Telegraph, it seems that in the summer of 1978, the thief decided to make his move. While the boat lay unattended in Miami, Clyde shifted it from its berth into the water then made a swift getaway across the bay.

If you don’t know much about boats, one surprising fact is that most of them have a hole in the bottom. The hole is stoppered with a drain plug, which is like a sturdier version of the plug in your bathtub. When the boat is being stored, the plug is removed from the drain. That way, if the boat gets rained on, the water just drains out through the hole. Boat owners will tell you that the very first thing you want to do before putting the vessel in the water is to make sure the drain plug is installed. Otherwise, your boat has a hole in it—and, well, you don’t need to be a boat expert to know what happens then.

Clyde knew enough about boats to get this one into the water, but as the boat left the marina, the criminal skipper skipped a vital step—he forgot to install the drain plug.

Clyde sailed on, but he soon noticed that water was rapidly filling his newly acquired yacht, and the further he traveled, the lower the boat sat in the water. Soon, the engine was submerged and packed in, and Clyde found himself stranded in the middle of the bay. A short time later, police picked him up—wet, miserable, and still clinging to the half-sunk vessel.

His lapse in memory had pulled the plug on his career as a boat thief.

COLD CASE

In 2003, “Gavin” lived and worked in Fort Yukon, Alaska, a small community on the edge of the Arctic Circle.

Gavin owned a big green duffel bag and didn’t want it stolen by thieves, so he wrote his name on the side in giant, bold letters. He knew this would make the bag a less appealing target for criminals. One of the reasons Gavin knew this was that he was himself a small-time burglar. He used the bag to hold the loot and the tools of his trade.

Robbing a house isn’t easy during an Arctic summer. A thief can’t use the cover of night to move undetected because it doesn’t get dark—in Fort Yukon, the sun doesn’t set at all during the month of June. Still, Gavin tried to make the best of it, wandering the sunlit streets late at night.

By the small hours of a Saturday morning, he had discovered a house that appeared empty. Using all his finely honed burglar skills, he pulled a hammer from his duffel bag and smashed his way inside.

According to a report in the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner, Gavin searched the house for valuables. But as he was exploring one of the bedrooms, he froze. He heard the rattle of keys in the lock. He heard the front door open and people talking. The homeowner, “Wendy,” had returned, along with a couple of friends.

Gavin knew he couldn’t get out past the new arrivals, so he hid in the bedroom closet.

We don’t know exactly what it was that gave away Gavin’s location. Perhaps it was the trail of ransacked drawers and cupboards. Perhaps it was the noise he made closing the squeaky closet door. Or perhaps his silhouette was just easy to see through the closet slats in a room well lit by sunlight. Whatever the reason, Gavin was quickly discovered, and he found himself facing Wendy and her two male friends.

Gavin made a run for it. The three tried to stop him, but he fought his way past them and escaped into the night—the sunlit Arctic night.

We’re guessing he wouldn’t have been difficult for the trio to chase, but they seem to have had their fill of fighting with the crook. Besides, there was no need to chase him. They knew who he was because he’d left his green duffel bag behind—yes, the one with his name on it, in giant letters.

In a town of under 600 people, it wasn’t hard for police to track down the thief. Gavin was taken in and charged with burglary, assault, and criminal mischief.

CASH IN POCKET

Thieves are not usually the brightest lights on the tree, and important details have been slipping their criminal minds throughout history. One curious tale comes from a 1911 edition of the Newark Evening Star and Newark Advertiser.

A burglar we’ll call “Lou” was operating in Newark, New Jersey. He had his sights set on the big house of a local businessman, Herbert Eddy. Lou watched the place, and one evening, when he saw the homeowner heading out for the evening, he seized his chance and broke in.

Lou moved quickly through the house, checking the contents. In one room, he found a suit hanging up. The suit looked new. On a hunch, Lou searched the pockets and hit the jackpot: a wad of bills totaling $38. That may not sound like much, but in those days, when a can of soup was ten cents, it was a lot of money.

Lou stuffed the cash into one the pockets of his own garments. He was about to leave the house when an idea occurred to him. His own clothes were old and worn, but the suit he was looking at on the hanger was smart and new—and, what’s more, it looked to be about his size. Although he’d come here looking for cash and valuables, why shouldn’t he take the fancy suit, too?

Lou undressed, put his clothes on the hanger, and tried on the new suit. He liked what he saw. He left the house, pleased with his fashion upgrade.

Later that evening, Herbert Eddy returned home. He realized he’d had a break-in. One of his suits was gone, and he was alarmed as he remembered that there had been a large sum of money in the pocket. Then Herbert noticed an unfamiliar set of clothes hanging in the wardrobe, obviously left by the suit thief. He examined the outfit, looking for a clue to the criminal’s identity. He didn’t find any identification, but he was pleased to discover, in one of the pockets, the sum of $38.

I’LL NEVER FORGET WHAT’S-HIS-NAME

With their trails of phones and personal property, criminals seem to be a forgetful crowd. But the first prize for criminal absentmindedness must go to a shoplifter in Germany.

“Klaus” was a twenty-nine-year-old man who, in 2020, decided to steal some food from a supermarket in the German town of Bautzen. He walked into the store and calmly lifted a few dollars’ worth of groceries, then tried to look nonchalant when he walked out. According to an Associated Press report, he set off the alarm when he went through the doorway. Klaus was startled and made a run for it, but he stumbled and fell hard. Before anyone could grab him, he managed to scramble to his feet again and escape with the stolen goods.

Unfortunately, he’d left behind a vital clue to his identity: his eight-year-old son!

Perhaps it’s understandable that, in the heat of the moment, Klaus panicked and ran off alone—but why did he take his son along on his supermarket heist in the first place? Was he trying to give lessons in shoplifting? Did he think a child would give him an innocent, wholesome, “family guy” look? Whatever the reason, leaving the boy behind was a big mistake. The police chatted with the lad and found him very helpful. He told them his name and where he lived, so they had no difficulty tracking down his dad.

The cops took Klaus into custody. He must have been feeling very sorry for himself, fretting about his lost boy, and nursing some injuries he’d received when he tripped and fell. Klaus ended his crime spree by getting treated in hospital.

DON’T FORGET TO CALL

A lapse of memory can incriminate a thief.

In 2019, “Matt” and “Ruth” of Abbotsford, British Columbia, discovered that their garage had been broken into. The garage door was wide open, and so was the door to the family car. According to Global News, Matt’s papers were scattered around the car interior, and his wallet and ID were missing—Matt had made the mistake of leaving them in the vehicle.

Ruth phoned the police while Matt set to work tidying up the car. After the papers were put away, he found a mobile phone on the passenger seat. The wallpaper photo showed an unfamiliar face. In the excitement of stealing Matt’s personal possessions, the thief must have forgotten his own.

Matt called some of the contacts on the phone, trying to get more information about the thief. Presumably, some of the friends got in touch with the thief, asking what was going on. Before long, the thief phoned Matt, looking to make a deal. Matt made him a reasonable offer: he’d return the phone if the thief gave him back his property. The thief agreed to the plan. Problem solved.

Unfortunately, the thief must have thought better of it later, because the meeting never happened. What’s worse, Matt discovered that his stolen credit cards had been used to make purchases.

The RCMP showed up at the house and began their investigation, taking the phone as evidence. But Matt’s wife, Ruth, hadn’t given up on the do-it-yourself approach to law enforcement. Before handing over the phone, she had copied the desktop picture. Now she shared the photo on social media, along with the story of how their garage had been broken into and the thief had left the phone in the car.

Ruth’s post was shared hundreds of times by readers who were amused or concerned. Some people said they recognized the face in the photo, and passed the information back to Ruth, who sent it on to the police.

Meanwhile, the police were also on the lookout. After spotting a vehicle that had been registered as stolen, the police pulled it over. The driver’s face matched the one on the lost mobile phone. They arrested the thief and were able to return most of the property stolen from Matt and Ruth.

There are two morals here: If you’re a car owner leaving your vehicle, don’t forget your wallet. And if you’re a thief breaking into a vehicle, don’t forget your phone.


Stealing through the Ceiling


OCEANS ZERO

Most of us love a good heist movie, and bank robbers are no exception. Perhaps a desire to reenact these Hollywood movie heists explains one strange incident.

In January 2022, in Newcastle, Washington, bank employees noticed a drip from the ceiling. According to NBC News, workers checked the building and found the problem: the bank’s roof had a three-foot-square hole cut out of it. Obviously, some thief had tried to get in.

The police were called. They examined the roof, filled out a burglary report, then left the workers to patch the roof. It was soon as good as new. Meanwhile, the bank employees carried on with their work in the branch.

Around 5:30 p.m., the bank had closed its doors and the tellers were doing their end-of-day paperwork. Suddenly, a masked man dropped through the ceiling. He had been waiting in the gap below the roof, hiding among beams and insulation for at least twelve hours. He must have kept very still, because none of the bank staff had heard a thing.

The crook pulled a gun on the terrified employees and took three hostages, tying them to the furniture with zip ties. He demanded money from the vault. The other bank staff explained to him that the bank’s security system prevented them from opening the safe. He argued and threatened. He tried to open the vault himself. Finally, he gave up and left the bank through the front door.

As far as we know, the failed bank robber still hasn’t been caught.

But when you think about it, his method of robbery doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Why go to the trouble of climbing onto a bank building, cutting a hole in its roof, and waiting there motionless for half a day just to pull a gun on bank staff? You could do that just as easily by walking through the door on a slow afternoon. Did he imagine that, after banking hours, the vault would be open wide, a glittering array of cash, gold, and jewels?

It’s possible the thief had intended a Hollywood-style nighttime heist, but things went wrong. He might have entered the roof hoping to drop inside the vault from above, like Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible. Once he’d cut his way under the roof, he looked for a position where he could drop through into the vault below. There was no easy access to the bank vault—because, well, it’s a bank vault and they think of things like that—but he took so long looking that he was interrupted by the workers who had been brought in to fix the roof. At that point, he had no choice but to hide out of sight in a corner of the roof space as the workers and then the police did their checks. To his dismay, he found that the workers were fixing the roof, sealing him inside. After twelve hours, and perhaps feeling the need for a washroom, he decided to cut his way through the ceiling of the bank and improvise.

This is just speculation, of course. The true explanation remains a mystery.

But the police are sure that the criminal must have told some people what happened. As one detective said, “It is too bizarre a story for someone to keep to themselves.”

THE BINGO HAUL

You’ve seen the “ceiling crawl” in the movies a thousand times. The hero creeps through the enemy building in the ceiling or air duct, stopping occasionally to peer down through a vent and overhear important conversations by the bad guys.

“Chip” was a middle-aged man who was perhaps inspired by these movie adventures and figured he could use the technique for criminal purposes at a bingo hall in Edmonton. His activities were reported in the Globe and Mail in 2006.

It appears Chip’s intention was to move through the building using the ducts until he found a room he imagined held huge piles of bingo cash and gold ingots. Then he could fill his pockets and leave silently by the same route.

On a December evening in 2006, he put his plan into action. He entered the building and asked to use the washroom. Once locked inside, he removed a ceiling panel and hoisted himself into the space above, then crawled on his way.

It wasn’t quite like the movies, though. The big stars always find themselves in a sturdy ceiling space or gigantic air duct. But Chip was trying to crawl over tiles in a flimsy false ceiling. These tiles are not meant to support a person’s weight—and they don’t! Feeling the ceiling straining and crumbling beneath him, Chip grabbed tight to a power cable and put some of his weight on that as he shuffled and scraped his way forward.

In the kitchen, a cook was frying burgers on a grill. The cook heard a noise above him—obviously someone was crawling through the ceiling. Moments later, the ceiling collapsed, and Chip fell through. No, he didn’t land on the hot grill—that sort of thing only happens in the movies. Instead, he landed on the extractor hood above the oven.

At this point, a less determined—or wiser—thief might have dropped to the floor and run from the kitchen. But Chip was no quitter. His covert mission must continue. As the cook watched in astonishment, he climbed back into the ceiling and continued his slow crawl.

Moments later, the tiles cracked again. This time, Chip’s legs went through the kitchen ceiling, but he was still clinging to an electrical cord, so he was dangling several feet from the ground.

The cook had had his fill of Chip’s nonsense. He grabbed the intruder’s feet and called for help. Then, assisted by some restaurant patrons, he pulled Chip down and pinned him to the ground until the police arrived.

SCHOOL SUSPENSION

A teenage thief was suspended from school. Or rather, suspended in school.

“Logan” was a nineteen-year-old who worked at a local construction company. He knew there was a stash of money stored in an elementary school in Natchez, Mississippi, according to Newsweek. He wanted that money and he figured he would get it the way he had seen it done in movies—go in through the roof and lower himself on a rope.

On a Sunday night in March 2021, he got through the roof and made his way into the ceiling above the cafeteria. He lowered himself a few feet, then ran into a problem. He couldn’t get himself any lower, and he couldn’t climb back up. He was just hanging in midair.

None of Logan’s attempts to get free worked. He was trapped.

In the end, he had to give up. Fortunately, he was able to reach his mobile phone. He called 911.

The Natchez fire department and police turned up to rescue him. He was then checked out at the hospital before being sent to jail, charged with felony burglary.

THE CREEPING PEEPING TOM

Criminals who climb into ceilings aren’t always doing it as part of a burglary. Sometimes their motives are more unsavory.

A Virginia man we’ll call “Chris” was a Peeping Tom. The forty-two-year-old had previously been caught in the act and convicted of misdemeanors. He’d also been convicted of a couple of burglary charges. But none of this deterred him from a life of smutty crime.

Chris joined a fitness club and looked for ways to spy on women in the locker rooms. The facility had a suspended ceiling—which, as we’ve seen, won’t support a person’s weight. He went into the ceiling and figured out the weight problem. His solution was to set up a series of clips and straps so that most of his weight was borne by the beams above him. Now he could move through the ceiling unseen without cracking the tiles.

Chris was a highly organized pervert. According to a 2022 report in the Free Lance-Star newspaper in Fredericksburg, Virginia, he cut holes in the ceiling so that he could peer down into the women’s locker rooms. He also set up cameras in the ceiling. He seems to have made voyeurism a full-time job. He spent hours up in the ceiling, spying on people below. He imagined he could maintain his activities without ever being detected.

In January 2021, his world came crashing down—literally. One of his support straps gave way, and Chris fell through the ceiling tiles above the women’s locker room. Now it was his turn to be exposed—he still had one limb through another strap, so he dangled in midair, in front of two shocked women who were in the room at the time. He managed to cut himself down, but other gym members heard the commotion from the locker room and ran to help. They grabbed Chris and held him down until the police arrived.

While Chris waited in jail, police investigated the ceiling. They soon discovered how much planning had gone into Chris’s creepy interests. Police found the network of straps he’d fixed to the beams, and his cameras. His routine was to go into a washroom, lock the door, and then access the ceiling area by pulling down a hidden rope ladder.

In court, the women from the locker room and the manager of the facility testified how uneasy the experience had made them feel.

The judge agreed. The maximum recommended sentence for this crime is six months, but the judge was so appalled by Chris’s crimes that he sentenced him to a whopping nineteen years in prison. To be more precise, the sentence was fifty-nine years, but forty years were (like Chris in the ceiling) suspended. He’ll find those prison ceilings more difficult to access.

TWO-FOR-ONE DEAL

Thirty-one-year-old “Carlos” was a violent guy from Norwich, Connecticut. He had previously served prison terms for armed home invasions. In June 2020, he shot and killed his cousin. Now he was wanted for murder.

According to the Westerly Sun newspaper, police had chased Carlos, but he had managed to escape into a wooded area where they lost track of him.

Carlos hid in an apartment complex, but a woman living in the building recognized the wanted man and called 911. When police arrived, Carlos escaped into an attic area that ran over five apartments. He tried to avoid detection by lying flat between rafters on foam insulation and drywall. If you know anything about ceilings, you’ll know that you want to put your weight on the wooden joists, not the areas in between.

The police were in one of the apartment bedrooms below his hiding place when suddenly the ceiling collapsed, and Carlos fell in front of them. They seized him and put him under arrest.

But he wasn’t the only person they caught in the search. Another criminal happened to be hiding in the building. This man was wanted for failing to appear in court. When he saw the building teeming with police, he assumed they had come for him. He panicked, made a run for it, and the police grabbed him without even knowing why he was running. It was only after checking his ID that they discovered they’d caught a second fugitive—albeit a minor one. Don’t run if nobody’s chasing you.

But Carlos was the most important catch. He was arrested on murder charges as well as first-degree criminal mischief and interfering with a police officer. He was held on $1 million bail.

Carlos’s mother proclaimed her son’s innocence in the media and started an online crowdfunding campaign to raise money for his legal fees. At last count, only $5 had been donated.

CLIMB-UP IN AISLE TWO

Some criminals have tried to use those lightweight suspended ceilings as an escape route. That doesn’t work well, either.

In Edmonton, in the summer of 2018, a criminal couple we’ll call “Shane” and “Olivia” were trying to turn a stolen credit card into cash. According to a report on CBC News, they dropped by a local convenience store, and Shane went inside to give the card a try. He bought a can of pop and tried tapping the card to pay for it. The transaction was rejected. He tried again. Rejected again.

The store owner helpfully suggested that Shane could insert the card and enter the PIN. Shane hedged—he couldn’t do that because . . . uh . . . it was his girlfriend’s card . . . and she was at work. Sure . . .

Shane left the store, but the owner was suspicious of his lame excuse, and became more suspicious when he looked outside the store and saw Shane with Olivia. From the way they were acting, it seemed Olivia must be his girlfriend, but Shane had just said his girlfriend was at work.

The store owner called the RCMP to report what he suspected was a stolen credit card. The couple were still outside the store when the police pulled up a few minutes later. The couple went into the store, but the police followed. As an officer approached Shane, he shoved Olivia into the police officer and jumped away. The officer tried to hold on to Olivia while the store owner grabbed at Shane, but he made a break for it, running through the store, hoping to escape through the back.

In the backroom, Shane tried the door—it was locked. He ran back into the store and dashed up and down the aisles like a rat in a maze.

The officer now had his weapon out, but Shane wasn’t giving up. He grabbed a bag of chewy candies and brandished them—it’s not clear what he was threatening. Insulin shock, perhaps?

While the officer was preoccupied with Shane, Olivia looked for a way to get out of this mess. More police cars were on their way, but the store owner stood near the main door, preventing her escape through that route.

She ran to the rear of the store and tried the back door. As her boyfriend had done moments earlier, she found it locked. She checked out the washroom, but it didn’t seem to offer a good hiding place. Then Olivia spotted a ladder. She climbed up and squeezed into the space above the ceiling. It might have worked as a hiding place, but Olivia was more ambitious than that. She started inching her way across the store, trying once again to get out through the front entrance.

Shane was still putting up a fight, but more officers arrived on the scene, and Shane was finally overpowered. One of the officers went looking for Olivia.

Suddenly, in the center of the store, the ceiling gave way in a shower of broken tiles. Olivia came crashing down, hitting a row of shelves. The police arrested her. The painful fall had taken the fight out of her, and she didn’t give the officers any further trouble.

After the arrest, the RCMP gave special thanks to the store owner, whose action “was instrumental in helping with the apprehension of both suspects.” Nobody was seriously hurt. Shane and Olivia were charged with using a stolen credit card, resisting arrest, assaulting a police officer, attempting to disarm a police officer, and resisting arrest from someone aiding the police.

Their movements were captured on the store cameras and later became a popular video on YouTube, accompanied by slapstick music. It’s an appropriate soundtrack for two criminal clowns.

PLAYER SUSPENDED

One unusual ceiling crime involved major league baseball players carrying out a robbery in the middle of a game.

It was all about a baseball bat.

In professional baseball, bats must meet official standards—they need to be a certain size and weight. Some players try to dodge the rules and use a “corked bat,” which is made by hollowing out the middle of a wooden bat, then replacing the wood, usually maple, with cork, which weighs much less. The bat looks normal from the outside, but because the corked bat is lighter, the batter can swing it faster, hitting the ball with more power.

As it happens, these beliefs about corked bats are mostly wrong—scientists have tested bats with and without cork, and there doesn’t seem to be much advantage to the corked version. The faster bat speed is offset by the lower weight, which prevents the bat from driving the ball any harder; in fact, in some ways, a corked bat performs less well than a legitimate one. But what mattered was that players believed in the corked bat. And what mattered more was that officials would punish players caught using one.

In July 1994, the Cleveland Indians (now the Cleveland Guardians) played the Chicago White Sox in Chicago. The manager of the White Sox got a tip that a Cleveland outfielder, Albert Belle, was using a corked bat. The manager went to the umpire and challenged the bat. The umpire confiscated it, and it was locked in the umpires’ dressing room so that it could be inspected later.

Belle’s teammates were worried. They knew the bat Belle had been using that day was corked—because all of Belle’s bats were corked. If the secret were to be discovered, they could lose one of their best players. The team couldn’t afford to have the bat examined.

A relief pitcher, Jason Grimsley, had an idea. He had noticed that the players’ dressing room and the umpires’ room both had false ceilings. Although there were solid walls between the rooms, he figured it might be possible to go from one room to the other via the ceiling. It seemed worth a try, so the team sent Grimsley on a secret mission—to steal the corked bat and replace it with a normal one. They handed him a replacement bat to use in the switch; it belonged to first baseman Paul Sorrento and was legitimate.

While the game continued on the field, Grimsley went to the dressing room, put a flashlight in his mouth, and crawled into the ceiling. As we’ve seen, this is never as easy as it looks in the movies, but Grimsley successfully made it to the umpire’s room and replaced the confiscated bat with the substitute. Meanwhile, his teammates won the game, beating the White Sox, 3–2.

Unfortunately, the substitution of Belle’s corked bat with Sorrento’s regular one was easy to detect. For one thing, the crawl through the space above the ceiling had left a trail of broken tile pieces and bent metal supports. For another, the switched bat had Sorrento’s name on it. If you think thieves are dumb, try sports stars trying to be thieves.

The matter now became criminal. The White Sox called in the police and said they would charge the burglar. They soon figured out the route the intruder had taken—a trail that led back to the Cleveland dressing room.

The American League demanded that Cleveland provide Belle’s original bat. If they refused, the league would bring in the FBI to investigate the theft and substitution. The team had no choice: they handed over one of Belle’s actual bats. With great ceremony, the bat was X-rayed and sawed in half to reveal a cork interior. Belle was suspended for seven games. Sadly, his rule-breaking wasn’t limited to baseball. In the years that followed, he had a few other run-ins with the law, and spent some time in prison.

And the team thief? Grimsley confessed to the crime years later in an interview with the New York Times. The former relief pitcher wasn’t punished. Which made him a relieved pitcher.


The Art of Crime


ONE STEP A-HEAD OF THE LAW

One of the risks of burglary is that you never know what kind of person lives in the home you’re breaking into. There’s always the possibility that the homeowner could be someone dangerous.

“Casey” was a small-time crook living in Liverpool, England. According to the Guardian, in 2003, he broke into an apartment while the owner was away. He searched the place and grabbed a few hundred pounds’ worth of electronics. But his search stopped when he came across something truly horrific—a human head, stripped of its skin, and preserved in a large jar. Casey was shocked, nauseated, and terrified. What kind of psychotic monster lived here? Where was the rest of the body? How many other people had he killed? What would he do to keep his dark secrets? Was he coming back? Casey wasn’t taking any chances. He quickly left the apartment.

Back at his own home, Casey agonized over what to do next. Of course, the easiest thing would be to put the terrible experience behind him. If he went to the police, he’d have to explain how he came to be in the apartment, and he would be arrested. On the other hand, if he didn’t say something, the killer might strike again—more innocent lives could be lost. Perhaps it was worth taking a burglary rap to save a human life. He even talked to his mother about his dilemma, admitting his criminal activities and asking for her advice.

While Casey was still wrestling with his conscience, he got picked up on an unrelated matter. At this point, he seems to have figured he had nothing to lose—the arrest was clearly fate. He told the detectives about the burglary and about the grisly discovery he had made. They believed Casey and took the matter very seriously.

The police went to the apartment. Nobody was home and the door was locked, as Casey had left it. The cops broke down the door and searched the place. Sure enough, there was the head in a jar—although on closer examination it wasn’t quite what it had appeared to be. Inside the formaldehyde-filled jar was a metal frame, molded in the shape of a head, and covered in bacon.

It turned out that the owner of the apartment was a conceptual artist named Richard Morrison. When he returned from his time away, he discovered that his apartment had been broken into twice, once by Casey and once by the police.

He explained that he had created this object as an artwork—the frame was based on his own head. He was amazed to hear what had happened in his absence. Artists are used to getting a wide range of responses from the public, but Morrison said, “I never expected to get this reaction.”

As for Casey, the police said that after the shock of finding the bacon head, he vowed to give up crime for good. That’s the restorative power of art.

IT’S IN THE BAG

Sometimes a dumb approach to an art heist can actually work.

A young Greek man we’ll call “Nico” seems to have had a strong interest in paintings. In 2012, a new gallery had just opened in New York. The gallery, Venus Over Manhattan, had an exhibition of art titled À Rebours, meaning “against the grain.” It included works by a range of artists from the 1700s to the 1970s. The newer art included pieces by Andy Warhol and a 1949 drawing by Salvador Dalí.

Nico wanted that Dalí, but it wouldn’t be easy. The drawing was worth $150,000. Naturally, the gallery had security cameras and a guard.

Nico assembled his equipment: an empty shopping bag . . . and nothing else. He walked into the exhibition, a nervous kid in a checkered shirt, and walked past the security guard. The guard noticed Nico but didn’t take much interest—perhaps he just didn’t see Nico as a threat.

After spending a quarter of an hour in the gallery, Nico walked over to the Dalí, removed it from the wall, and put it into his shopping bag. Then he walked out again.

The security video showed the moment the drawing was stolen, with the security guard standing nearby. But while the camera caught the thief, nobody else did. By the time the theft was noticed, the valuable drawing was gone.

Talking to the New York Times, the owner of the gallery was flabbergasted that a robbery like this was possible. Suspicion fell on the security guard—was he in on it? No, it seemed he was just bad at his job.

Many people wondered how the thief would be able to profit from this crime, since it’s very difficult to sell a stolen painting.

However, Nico didn’t even try to sell it. In fact, soon after carrying out the robbery and flying to Greece, he seems to have been filled with remorse. He sent the drawing back to the gallery anonymously by express mail and sent the gallery an email with the tracking number for the package. The artwork was safely returned.

But police weren’t going to drop the investigation just because the stolen art had been recovered. They analyzed the mailing tube the drawing was shipped in. It had a fingerprint. They matched it to a print in their records from a supermarket shoplifter and identified Nico. He was still in Greece, so they sent him a fake job offer to lure him back to the United States. When he arrived in New York, he was arrested. Nico pleaded guilty in court. He got off lightly—he spent two weeks in jail and had to pay $9,100 in fines before being deported.

DOUBLE YOUR MONET

The problem with forging high-value art is that most buyers won’t pay top dollar unless the art is accompanied by certificates of authenticity, and those certificates need to be verified by independent experts. But one art dealer found a unique way around all that.

“Farid” was an Iranian-born engineer who became interested in art as a profitable investment. He owned several galleries in Manhattan, and he also invested in art for himself. He owned paintings by many important artists, including Gauguin, Monet, and Renoir.

According to the New York Times, his stroke of criminal insight was to hire artists to make plausible copies of some of his valuable artworks, then sell the copies as the originals, along with the certificates from the original works. That way, he could keep the valuable art he collected while collecting the money it would be worth if he sold it.

For this scam to work, he needed to ensure the new owners didn’t have the paintings authenticated. He’d previously found that buyers in Asia were particularly trusting—if the paperwork looked right, they would accept it, rather than go through the fuss of hiring a European expert to assess it. Farid hired some low-paid artists, gave them a space to work above his gallery, and they made forgeries of valuable works of art, painted on old canvases from low-value paintings. He sold those phony works, with the genuine certificates, and made a huge profit.

Years later, Farid had another idea—and this is where things get really dumb. He decided to sell his own real paintings. He no longer had their certificates of authenticity, but he figured that was not a problem; it had been years since he had sold the fake paintings. He brought in experts to examine the real ones. They confirmed that his genuine paintings were indeed genuine, and they gave him new certificates of authenticity.

Farid might have been tempted to copy the paintings a second time and make more sales to the Asian market, but that seemed too risky—after all, Japanese art enthusiasts talk to each other. Instead, he sold the genuine paintings to buyers in New York and London.

He was racking up millions with this scheme, but the risks were obvious. What happens when someone realizes that their valuable, one-of-a-kind painting is also owned by someone else? And that’s exactly what happened in May 2000. The auction house Christie’s was selling a Gauguin painting, Vase de fleurs, which shows a vase of flowers. The painting included its certificates of authenticity. At the same time, Farid was selling the real painting, also with its certificates, at another big auction house, Sotheby’s.

It was pure coincidence that both the original and the copy happened to end up being auctioned at the same time, but the timing couldn’t have been worse for Farid. It didn’t take a genius to see that something was very wrong here. Of course, the Christie’s version was the fake, while the one Farid was selling at Sotheby’s was real.

Farid denied any knowledge of how a second painting had appeared, and he pocketed $310,000 on the Gauguin; however, it didn’t take long for people to become suspicious of Farid’s involvement. Other art buyers started checking their records of items sold by Farid. There were two identical Chagalls and two identical Monets. In total, he’d duplicated at least twenty-five paintings and made an estimated profit of $25 million.

Farid was arrested by the FBI and charged with fraud. He was sentenced to forty-one months in prison, fined $12.5 million, and had to surrender eleven other works of art. After he got out of prison, he went back to running a New York art gallery. You can visit it today. But if you see a painting you want to buy there, you might want to check to see if it’s available for less in Tokyo.

THERE’S NO MONEY IN ART

Sometimes there’s a fuzzy boundary between crime and art. For example, it would be a crime to destroy a valuable artwork, but in a famous incident in 2018, the artist Banksy sold an image of a girl with a balloon, and as the auction closed with a final bid of $1.4 million, a hidden shredder destroyed most of the artwork. The fame of this self-destructing artwork made it even more valuable as a new piece (including a free shredder!), and three years later, the shredded picture was resold for eighteen times the original sale price.

A Danish artist named Jens Haaning tried a variation on this crime-as-art theme. He was hired by the Kunsten Museum of Modern Art to re-create one of his earlier artworks. The original piece was made of piles of genuine banknotes. The money was arranged on a large canvas and a smaller canvas, showing the stark difference between the annual incomes of Danes and Austrians.

The museum provided the artist with the appropriate banknotes—enough to represent a year’s salary in Danish kroner and Austrian euros; however, instead of re-creating his earlier work, the artist gave the museum two blank canvases. The artist said that this was his new work, and its title was Take the Money and Run.

The museum officials were amused at Haaning’s little joke, but then responded, “Seriously, though, where’s that money? We need it back.”

Haaning cheerfully refused to return the cash. In an interview with the Danish morning radio show P1 Morgen, he said, “The work is that I have taken their money.”

If an artist is given money to make an artwork, and instead he just walks off with it, is that really art? Isn’t it just theft? Haaning was asked that question in the interview with P1 Morgen. He said no. “It’s not theft. It is a breach of contract, and breach of contract is part of the work.”

He encouraged other workers who didn’t like their working conditions to follow his example.

The stunt received worldwide publicity, so the museum displayed the blank canvases as part of an exhibition about artists in the workplace. The exhibition is titled Work It Out. Visitors might try to work out whether they’re looking at an artwork or a con job.

After the exhibition was over in 2022, the museum still hadn’t got its money back, so it announced plans to take legal action. But they say they won’t go to the police. If their response seems halfhearted, perhaps that’s because they have had more attention from this stunt than they could ever have received from the work they first commissioned.

As of this writing, the artist remains defiant, saying, “This is only a piece of art if I don’t return the money.”

So, is it a dumb crime? Is it a brilliant crime? Is it a crime at all? That’s another situation where the rest of us may just have to “work it out.”

SHEIKH-DOWN ARTIST

Two brothers, “Mateo” and “Daniel,” from Catalonia in Spain, had an interest in art. They were offered a good deal on a painting by one of the most famous Spanish painters in history, Francisco Goya.

The painting showed Antonio María Esquivel, a bearded Spanish artist in aristocratic clothing, and it came with certificates of authenticity. According to a report on Artnet.com, the seller was asking 270,000 euros. The brothers put down a deposit of 20,000 euros, intending to pay the rest on a payment plan.

But when the painting was examined, the experts noticed that one of the details was wrong: the portrait was missing a medal that should have been present. The painting was a forgery, a skillful fake from the 1800s, and it had fooled the earlier experts. The sellers demanded the full
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