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Introduction

Cons, scams, swindles and frauds—the methods used in these crimes are intriguing, and their practitioners seem to earn a grudging respect not given to other criminals. It’s right there in the job title. A crook who opens a safe is a safecracker. One who quietly lifts wallets is a pickpocket. But the criminal who uses trickery to win the confidence of a victim is a con artist. Artist! What other branch of crime gets such respect?

Part of the draw comes from the sheer audacity of the con artist’s activity. It is a psychological game using deception and guile. The scammer may spin complex and appealing stories their victims want to believe. These criminals—part thief, part actor, part conjuror—frequently avoid force, and instead engage in a battle of wits with their targets, persuading, seducing, confusing and distracting. Like good magicians, their secret strategies are hard to detect, often surprising and sometimes genuinely creative.

When we hear about a successful con, we can’t help wondering, If that were me, would I be fooled? And in some cases, if you don’t know the method, you might well be.

It’s been said that you can’t con an honest person. It’s not true. In fact, many of the cons we’ll look at profit from the cruel exploitation of a person’s genuine charity, compassion or love. But there are some scams—arguably the ones that make the best stories—which seem to operate according to a twisted system of criminal honour, deliberately scamming those who hoped to scam others.

So, let’s step warily into the realm of the con artist—it’s a world of deception, duplicity and disguise. In the pages that follow, you’ll learn the sneaky secrets that con artists have used to manipulate others, tricks that have earned criminals thousands and, in many cases, millions of dollars. Some come from the pages of ancient history, while others use the latest computer technology, but they have all been effective in separating people from their money, and many are still in use. A good con never dies.

We hope you will put this information to good use in protecting yourself from all sorts of cons. Of course, you could also put it to bad use, and use these schemes to con others, but we know you wouldn’t do that, because . . . well . . . we have confidence in you.





Chapter 1

Just Hand Me Your Money

Cons go back a long way. The animal kingdom is full of cheats and tricksters. It’s likely been going on for hundreds of millions of years.

One species of firefly sends mating flashes resembling those of another species. When hopeful suitors from the other species approach, they are seized and eaten.

A fish called the fangblenny hangs out with the “cleaner fish” it resembles. The cleaners gently remove parasites from the scales of the big fish. The fangblenny looks like it will do the same, but instead of cleaning, it bites off a chunk of flesh.

Crows use predator alarm calls to scare away their relatives from newly discovered food, then the corvid con artist has time to move in and grab it.

Human cons are a sophisticated version of a very ancient pattern.

THE ORIGINAL CON ARTIST

Criminals who carry out scams have gone by many names: swindlers, rogues, mountebanks, bamboozlers, grifters. The origins of many of these terms are lost in time. But we can say exactly when the term con artist appeared. It was in nineteenth-century America.

In 1848, in New York City, a Baptist minister heard a knock at his door. The visitor was a well-dressed man who said his name was William Thompson. Without wasting too much time on preliminaries, Thompson asked if the minister was in any financial distress.

“Because if you are, I will be happy to give you money.”

The clergyman was puzzled, but insisted that, no, he didn’t need any money.

Thompson was relieved to hear it.

“But how about your church? If it should need money now, or in the future, I’m your man. I’ll be there to help. That’s the sort of confidence I have in you, my friend, even though you are a stranger to me.”

“Well, thank you,” said the minister.

“Yes, sir, the way I see it, not many people would have so much confidence in a stranger to make the sort of offer I have just made.”

The pastor wasn’t quite sure how to deal with this boast, but he agreed. Yes, that was probably true.

A thought seemed to enter Thompson’s head. He wanted to explore the idea further.

“I have shown my confidence in you, but even though you are a man of the cloth, you probably wouldn’t have the same confidence in me.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” laughed the pastor. “I should hope I am just as capable of trusting an honest stranger.”

“With respect, I find that hard to believe,” said Thompson. “It’s all very well to say it, but no, no, I don’t think you could show your confidence in me.”

The two men discussed the point, and finally the pastor was determined to prove it. He produced $30 in cash—the equivalent of about $1,000 today—and handed it to Thompson.

“Take it and bring it back tomorrow.”

Thompson seemed overcome with emotion at this display of trust. “You do have confidence in me.” He walked to the door. “I am going to leave, for the present,” he said. “But, rest assured, this is not the last you’ll hear of me.”

Thompson left with the money and never returned.

Of course, the minister had just been cheated out of $30. But Thompson’s last words were true, even though he didn’t yet know it. The minister would hear of him again, because Thompson was about to enter the history books as the original “Confidence Man.”

Thompson had grown up in New York. As a youngster, he had picked pockets, carried out burglaries and committed other low-level crimes. He was a bold criminal, but not a very skilled one. In 1841, when he was twenty or so, he and his brother were caught robbing a lace store. He spent two years in prison.

While he was behind bars, Thompson wondered if there were better opportunities outside New York. He had heard that in Philadelphia, the head of law enforcement, a corrupt “high constable” named James Young, operated a well-organized network of criminals. Their connections to the police meant the gang could steal with less risk of prison time. He liked the sound of that.

When Thompson had served his time in New York, he headed for Pennsylvania and applied for work with Young and his criminal gang. Young accepted him into the organization, but Thompson didn’t stay for long. The newcomer was careless and clumsy, and as his reputation spread, the more skilled thieves refused to work with him. He was kicked out of the criminal underworld.

Unable to support himself even as a common thief, Thompson decided on a different career path—he would be a swindler. Somewhere along the way, he had been told that the key to success in swindling was to establish trust and “build confidence.” Thompson’s hustling was as clumsy as his thieving and he took this idea very literally. Instead of doing something ingenious to build his mark’s confidence, he just walked up to them and asked for it. He dared them to “show your confidence in me” by handing over money.

The approach was simple, bold and idiotic. It was so stupid that it sometimes worked. Once Thompson was gone with their belongings, his victims felt like idiots, but that worked in Thompson’s favour: they were ashamed to tell the authorities about how they’d been so easily duped.

After he’d worked Philadelphia for a while, Thompson moved to other big cities, then returned to New York, where he used his unsophisticated tactics to steal the $30 from the Baptist minister. He used many aliases. Sometimes he was Samuel Thompson (the name used in many early newspaper reports about him). Sometimes he was James Thompson. He may also have been Samuel Thomas, Samuel Powel, Samuel Williams, William Evans, Samuel Willis, William Davis and William Brown.

Thompson didn’t always make house calls. More often, he approached strangers on the street.

In May 1849, walking on William Street in New York, Thompson approached a ship’s joiner named Hugh McDonald.

“How are you doing?” asked the criminal. He smiled as if he recognized McDonald.

“I’ve been well,” said McDonald cautiously.

Thompson made some other friendly inquiries, and McDonald was puzzled. He figured this stranger must be someone he knew, but had forgotten.

“Could you lend me 50 cents?” asked Thompson.

“I don’t have 50 cents to lend,” said McDonald.

“If you don’t have 50 cents, can you lend me $5?” Thompson asked.

If the man was trying to be playful, McDonald didn’t appreciate it. He said no, he couldn’t.

Thompson seemed amused. “You don’t appear to know me,” he said.

McDonald confessed he didn’t and asked the man’s name.

It was time for Thompson to play his confidence card. “That won’t do you any good,” he said. “The truth is, I don’t want your 50 cents or your $5. I only wanted your confidence. I have plenty of money of my own. Look.” Thompson pulled out bills from his pockets and showed the money to McDonald. “If you want help, I will give it to you. You can have $5,000 or $6,000 if you want, at any time.”

McDonald was confused by this discussion. He hadn’t asked for money. He glanced at his pocket watch and said he was in a hurry and needed to go.

“That’s a handsome watch,” said Thompson. He knew a thing or two about watches. This one was gold, and he guessed it to be worth more than $100. “Would you lend me that watch?”

“No!” said McDonald. “I wouldn’t lend this watch to my father.”

Thompson could see he had failed in his effort to win McDonald’s confidence, so he switched to a different strategy. He grabbed the watch, yanked it from its chain, then ran off down the street.

McDonald was astonished and he stood for a few moments in a state of incomprehension. Why would a man who claimed to be his friend and wanted to give him thousands of dollars suddenly run off with his watch? Then McDonald realized that Thompson was a thief—and one who was getting away. McDonald tried chasing him, but Thompson gave him the slip.

It was the last time Hugh McDonald ever saw his pocket watch, but two months later, he spotted Thompson on a street just a few minutes’ walk from his previous encounter. McDonald quickly found a policeman and had Thompson arrested.

Thompson gave a string of inconsistent excuses. He had never had the watch. And if he had had the watch, it was probably given to him. He offered to pay McDonald for the watch he’d never had. Then, once again, Thompson tried to run. This time, however, he failed to escape. The officer took Thompson to “the Tombs”—the jail in Manhattan’s old Egyptian-style Halls of Justice—to await trial.

Others who had lost watches visited the jail. They identified Thompson as the man who had cheated them. They were small-time crimes in a city where such thefts occurred on a daily basis.

But while Thompson languished in jail, his exploits were reported in the New York Herald. The journalist who was covering local crimes embellished some of the facts to make more exciting copy. In a series of short articles, the writer gave Thompson the title “the Confidence Man.” He exaggerated a little as he described the swindler’s psychological attack—the way Thompson could use his persuasive powers to lull his victims into a false sense of security. The articles claimed criminals called this process “putting them to sleep.”

It sounded as if Thompson could mesmerize any ordinary person and persuade them to hand over valuables. Readers were fascinated. They started following his case. Other newspapers picked up the story.

The truth is, the only thing extraordinary about Thompson’s methods was how awkward they were. That’s why, after his clumsy attempts at persuasion failed to work on Hugh McDonald, he resorted to grabbing the watch. At heart, Thompson was just a low-level thief. But in the public imagination, his powers seemed to reach almost supernatural levels—he was a supervillain who could take control of another person’s mind.

Everyone in New York was talking about “the Confidence Man” and his powers. Within weeks of the articles appearing, an enterprising playwright had dashed off a farce titled The Confidence Man. The New York Herald said it was “one of the funniest things of the season,” and it helped keep Thompson in the limelight. Thompson rapidly became a criminal celebrity. The newspapers had given him the label “the Confidence Man,” but now he started using the label himself.

Herman Melville, the author of Moby Dick, followed the case. It became the inspiration for a book by Melville, also titled The Confidence Man.

A new term had entered the language. A confidence man (later con man and con artist) came to mean an ingenious and persuasive swindler. Thompson himself was not ingenious: he was a clumsy fool whose crimes would have been forgotten by history if a journalist hadn’t invented the term to mesmerize the public, so they would hand over their money and buy more newspapers. You could say the creation of the new term con was itself a con.

THE PIGEON DROP

William Thompson’s concept of how to win a person’s confidence was simplistic, and he seems to have had far more failures than successes. Most people aren’t fools—they won’t usually hand over their valuables without a good reason. But the basic idea of winning a stranger’s confidence is sound, and when that is combined with a convincing story, people might just hand over money—lots of money.

In summer 2015, an elderly Florida woman, “Clarisse,” was shopping at her local supermarket and struck up a conversation with a well-dressed stranger. “Jim” was close to her own age, and she found they had plenty to talk about. As they chatted near the exit, a younger woman, “Vanessa,” approached them carrying a black duffel bag. She seemed confused. Vanessa said she had just found the bag in the parking lot. It was full of money.

They all took a peek. Sure enough, the bag was stuffed with bills. They could find no identification inside, but they did find a note. It appeared to be a checklist for various weights of commodity. It seemed like the money was payment for a drug deal that had gone wrong.

Clarisse could hardly believe it. Imagine leaving so much money in a parking lot!

Of course, the money had to be turned in, they all agreed on that. But there was no harm in dreaming, and they talked about what they would do with so much money. Vanessa said she would move to a better apartment. Jim said he would take a vacation with his wife. Clarisse said she had two young grandchildren she’d like to help support.

As they talked, Jim wondered aloud if perhaps they could keep it. Come to think of it, he’d heard about some sort of “finders-keepers” law.

“I’ve heard about that, too,” said Vanessa. In fact, she had a friend who was a lawyer and she thought she should ask his advice before they turned the bag in. It would be crazy not to.

Vanessa went off to phone her lawyer friend, while Clarisse and Jim waited.

“He will probably say we have to turn it in.”

“Sure . . . sure.”

But as they sat there with the bag, it was hard not to think about all that money.

Vanessa returned with surprising news. Her lawyer friend said, if they played their cards right, they would almost certainly be able to keep the money! But they shouldn’t celebrate too soon—it would take several months to process it legally. To keep things above board, the lawyer had advised Vanessa that each of the three finders should demonstrate that they had the resources to support themselves during that time.

Clarisse was confused. Support themselves? Of course she could support herself!

Vanessa said it was some kind of legal thing. Her lawyer had told her that they might each make a good-faith deposit of, say, $20,000 in cash. When it was clear that they each had the funds, the money would be returned, and they could do a three-way split of the cash from the duffel bag.

Clarisse wasn’t sure about all this. But if she had doubts, Jim certainly didn’t. He wanted to get things settled, and right away. He went to his bank and returned with the money, which he placed in a white plastic grocery bag he had with him. Next, they went with Vanessa to her bank. She came out with her money and put it in the grocery bag with Jim’s.

Now it was Clarisse’s turn to make her good-faith deposit. She felt a little confused about all this legal talk, but she was excited at the prospect of imminent wealth, and the other two didn’t seem to have a problem with it. So Jim and Vanessa cheerfully accompanied her as she went to her bank and withdrew $20,000 from her savings. The withdrawal almost drained the account, but, as Jim reminded her, it would soon be back, along with much more money. Jim put Clarisse’s cash in the plastic grocery bag. He then placed the bag with the “good-faith” cash into the black duffel bag and zipped it up.

Vanessa was excited. She wanted to tell her boyfriend what had happened. He was working at a store across the street. She passed the duffel bag to Clarisse to look after while she was gone.

Jim and Clarisse waited for Vanessa, but she took a while to return. Clarisse hoped everything was all right. Jim was concerned. He went off to check on her.

Clarisse kept waiting, holding tight to the duffel bag and feeling nervous about guarding so much money. Neither of her partners returned. She eventually peeked inside the bag. There was the “good-faith” bag, and underneath it, the wads of cash. Although, on closer examination, the stacks of cash didn’t look quite right. They were just prop money.

Clarisse felt a sudden sense of panic. She pulled out the white grocery bag containing all that “good-faith” money. It was stuffed with strips of newspaper. Where was the money her partners had put in it? More to the point, where was the money she had put in it?

The con that fooled Clarisse was a much more effective confidence trick than anything William Thompson ever practised, and she was well-played by the participants. Clarisse didn’t merely hand over money she was carrying; she went to the bank to get everything she had.

This con is a classic, and it’s known as the “Pigeon Drop.” In its early form, in the 1930s, a stuffed wallet was dropped near the “pigeon” (the victim), who finds himself negotiating with two other people who pretend to be strangers to each other, but are actually working as a team.

Inflation has taken its toll on the scam: a wallet full of money has become a large bag. Still, the basic idea remains the same, and although it is an old con, it still finds many victims each year. The scheme usually involves at least two scammers, who sometimes pretend to distrust each other while both expressing trust in the victim.

Because each of the co-finders unhesitatingly places “good-faith money” in a bag, the victim feels more comfortable following suit. If these strangers can trust each other, they can trust them, too. Using a little sleight of hand, the criminals exchange the bag with the victim’s money—usually the only real money involved—for worthless paper. The victim feels secure holding onto the whole bag, which they think contains a fortune, and by the time they think to check the contents, the thieves are far away.

Pigeon Drop scammers often target older women, usually in shopping malls or parking lots. Because the whole deal is shady—they are, after all, scheming to keep found money—the victims of this scam are often reluctant to go to the police afterwards. Some criminals deliberately play up the idea that the victim is participating in an illegal conspiracy.

In 1987, the Shreveport Journal reported on a duo who were carrying out the Pigeon Drop scam in Shreveport, Louisiana. The scam worked the same way it did with Clarisse, but with some interesting differences.

The victim was a young woman, “Tasha.” She was in a store when she was first approached. She had a pleasant conversation with another woman around her own age, “Shaundra.” As they talked, they were joined by a third woman, “Liz,” who said she had found a bag of money in the store. The three women discussed what to do with it, and they eventually decided to divide it between the three of them.

Liz claimed that having the money would get them in trouble with the IRS. In order to spend it, they must launder it. Fortunately, she knew a bank official who she believed could help them.

It was necessary for each person to put in “good-faith money.” Liz contributed. So did Shaundra. When Tasha didn’t have enough money, the other women generously allowed her to contribute jewelry.

The situation ended like most pigeon drops: Tasha was left with a bag of worthless paper, and the other women disappeared with her money and jewelry.

The story surrounding Tasha’s pigeon drop is more underhanded than other versions—the found money is not only kept, it must also be laundered to hide it from the IRS. If it were true, the conspiracy would have been highly illegal. Tasha should have been reluctant to report it.

However, it didn’t work out that way. Tasha was so indignant at being cheated out of her jewelry that she went straight to the police, who were delighted to receive an excellent description of the other women. The police quickly found the scammers, recovered the money and jewelry, and charged the women, who went to prison for six months.

Con artists who carry out this scam need to be careful their “pigeon” doesn’t become a stool pigeon.

THE SPANISH HANDKERCHIEF

Aside from the way it builds trust, the Pigeon Drop scam has two cunning features. First, it makes victims believe they are receiving money when it is actually being taken from them. After the thieves have disappeared, the victim’s initial worry is not about getting their own money back, but about returning someone else’s.

The scam also makes victims feel that their own money isn’t worth much. They may be contributing tens of thousands, but it seems like a trifling amount compared to the huge sums they believe they are holding.

The one element of the scam that is difficult to explain is the “good-faith money.” It doesn’t really make sense that people who find money should add their own money to it, and it makes even less sense that, having added your money as security for the others, you would get to sit with all the money in your possession. A lot of bamboozling is required to make this sound remotely plausible.

But another con works around these problems.

In the early 1990s, two Swedish tourists, “Lars” and “Erika,” were visiting New York. They were experienced travellers and spoke excellent English. As they walked down a city street, a man, “Helmut,” approached them.

“Please, to help me?” he asked. “I am new to country. I need find this address. You can help?”

According to the New York Daily News, Helmut appeared lost and helpless. The couple spoke much better English than he did and wanted to help him. Lars pulled out his street map, and the couple walked with Helmut, trying to help him find the address he needed. After some minutes of walking, they found the place, but it was an empty lot. Helmut was distressed.

Erika asked where he got the address. “Could there be a mistake?”

“Yes, yes,” agreed Helmut. “I will call the man who gave me this. I will go find phone.”

But as he was about to leave, Helmut was suddenly filled with doubts. “I am scared to carry all my money with me.” Helmut pulled out an impressive wad of cash. “If I am robbed, it is all I have. Please, will you take care of it while I am gone.”

Lars and Erika were touched by Helmut’s naivety. Lars told him that, in New York, you really shouldn’t hand money to strangers. Helmut told them he trusted them completely. Lars was sympathetic. If it made Helmut feel that nervous, he and Erika would be glad to wait behind and look after his money.

Helmut was grateful. “I trust you like my family,” he said. He brought out a large and ornate handkerchief and started to wrap it around his money.

“You put your money here, too,” he said. “Then, I know you will take care of my money like you take care of your own.”

Lars and Erika put their money and valuables into the handkerchief, then Helmut, greatly relieved, wrapped the cloth around the money and carefully tied the corners with half a dozen elaborate knots.

“This is how we do it my country,” he said. “It is safer.”

Helmut was about to hand it to Lars when he had another idea.

“In my country, when we carry money, we do not place it in the hand. No. We hide in, how do you say? In jacket pocket, like this.”

Helmut placed the wrapped package in his jacket pocket, then removed it again. “You do this, too, please? To make safe?”

While Erika tried not to laugh, Lars said he would be happy to do things Helmut’s way. He tucked the package firmly under his jacket. Satisfied, Helmut left, promising to return as soon as he had found the address.

Lars and Erika waited in the empty lot. Helmut did not return. They became concerned. Then they became suspicious—the business with the handkerchief was strange. At last, Erika picked open the little knots and opened the handkerchief. It contained a wad of newspaper.

They realized that when Helmut had placed the handkerchief in his jacket, he had substituted it with an identical knotted package. They had lost their money, their passports and their airline tickets.

“The Spanish Handkerchief” is another old scam, and while some of the methods overlap those of the Pigeon Drop, the con artist provides a slightly more plausible reason to handle the victim’s money.

In the 1973 film The Sting, two Illinois grifters, played by Robert Redford and Robert Earl Jones (father of James), perform the Spanish Handkerchief on a gangster and come away with more money than they can safely handle. The scam probably wasn’t that common in 1930s Illinois, but it was an epidemic in 1970s New York.

In another variation of the scam, the con artist may pose as a wealthy philanthropist who wants to give money to a stranger (the victim) so that they can donate it to whatever good cause they want to support. The philanthropist’s bean-counting assistant insists that his boss is being too naive: “How do you know this person can be trusted to distribute so much money to the poor? We need to make sure they have money of their own.” The boss claims to trust the victim, but goes along with it to teach his employee a lesson, and the victim is encouraged to visit a bank. The cash the victim produces is then placed into a handkerchief “for safety,” and the victim walks home guarding a handkerchief full of newspaper.

New York is a huge city, and in most cases, victims of the Spanish Handkerchief will never see the con artist or their money again. But Lars and Erika were lucky. The following day, they were riding the subway and spotted Helmut. One grabbed him while the other found a police officer. Helmut was arrested and ended up going to prison.





Chapter 2

Princes and Prisoners

In the 1980s, Nigeria was a wildly corrupt country. The oil industry was booming, but much of the money was being channelled to corrupt government officials and their cronies. Amid this wealth, chaos and corruption, a scam emerged that fit the times. It was about a corrupt leader or official and his son, who wanted to get his hands on the father’s ill-gotten gains.

This was the famous “Nigerian Prince” scam. It first appeared in the form of printed letters (sent using counterfeit postage) and then, as the internet took off, as spam emails.

But, as we’ll see, this is just the latest version of a con that has been raking in the cash literally for centuries and looks set to keep working into the future.

THE NIGERIAN REFUND

In 2005, Derek, a self-employed handyman from Wichita, Kansas, received an email from a prince in Nigeria. Most of us are familiar with the type of offer, but it impressed Derek.

The prince was due to get a vast inheritance from his deceased royal father, but he was unable to transfer it to his account in Nigeria. If he did, the government would confiscate the money. His solution was to move the money to the United States first. For that, he needed Derek’s help. The prince’s lawyers would see to it that Derek was named the beneficiary in the father’s will—the authorities wouldn’t stop a payment to America. The prince could then leave Nigeria for America, where Derek would hand over the bulk of the cash, keeping a cool $64 million for himself, to compensate him for all his time and trouble.

Derek asked for details and was told that moving the money would require some upfront payments. That didn’t sound right to Derek, but the prince explained that moving large sums of money from one country to another was fraught with bureaucracy. It could cost thousands of dollars to move the vast sums involved in this case.

Derek paid the money through Western Union and, as the months rolled by, he made more payments, covering legal fees, processing fees, bribes and so on.

He stayed hooked for three years. He often had doubts, but the prince and his entourage reassured him, urging him not to give up now, not when the money was so close.

By 2008, Derek had handed over $110,000 to the prince. In the process, he had remortgaged his house three times. He still believed the stories—he had sunk so much into the scheme that he couldn’t afford not to.

Finally, the big day arrived. The prince was sending him the money in cash. They told Derek to go to the airport and meet the courier: he would be carrying two large trunks.

Derek went and scoured the terminal building looking for an overloaded Nigerian courier. Nobody showed. He finally realized that he’d been cheated.

Millions of “Nigerian Prince” emails were sent during the early 2000s, and many thousands of people lost money to the scam. In Derek’s case, he lost most of his assets.

Many victims of these scams never see their money again, but Derek’s story was unusual and does have a happy ending. The U.S. Department of Justice was displeased with Western Union’s lax business practices when it came to online scams. The company admitted having knowledge that some of its employees had worked with scam artists, and it set aside a large fund for American and Canadian victims—if those victims could prove how much money they had sent.

Derek might have been too trusting, but his record-keeping was second to none. He was a man used to running his own business and he had kept track of every payment and piece of correspondence. He presented all his emails and receipts to the attorney general’s office and ended up receiving a refund of the entire $110,000 he had lost.

LETTERS FROM JERUSALEM

The Nigerian Prince was one of the first big email scams, but it’s just the latest incarnation of a very old con.

Around 1796, a twenty-year-old French criminal named Eugène-François Vidocq was caught and sent to prison.

He made friends in the prison and soon discovered that it was possible to make a good living behind bars. One method was to write fraudulent letters.

These were known as “Jerusalem Letters,” and they were an old scam even then. They would be addressed to wealthy people: French citizens who had survived the French Revolution with their necks intact but were secretly nostalgic for the good old days, when kings were kings and peasants knew their place. Everything in the letter was calculated to appeal to such a person.

The letter would begin with an apology.

“I am just a lowly servant and I apologize for writing to someone so great and important, and so far above me in status. I would not do so if the need were not desperate.”

This set the right tone and explained any spelling or grammatical errors that might follow.

The “servant” claimed he had been a trusted employee of a wealthy marquis.

During the revolution, he said, the noble marquis had to flee for his life, taking his most valuable items with him. The valuables included a chest full of gold and diamonds. He was accompanied only by his most loyal servant, the humble letter-writer.

At one point in their travels, the two men were chased by revolutionary soldiers. The marquis ordered the servant to get rid of the chest—he knew if they were found with it, the soldiers would know he was an aristocrat, and he would be killed.

The servant did as he was told and buried the treasure. Unfortunately, although he and his master escaped, the presence of the soldiers made it impossible for them to retrieve the chest, and they had to continue on without it.

They finally escaped France and reached safety, but it wasn’t long before the marquis found himself short of money. He wished he could get that treasure back.

The good servant offered to fetch it. He had made a careful note of the treasure’s location when he hid it. He was sure it would still be there. Nobody would be looking for him. He could return to France, retrieve the chest, then come back to do the thing he most loved: serve his dear master. The marquis agreed to the plan.

The servant went back to France, but on his travels he stayed at an inn owned by an enthusiastic revolutionary. One evening, the innkeeper made a toast to the revolution. The servant knew he should show the same enthusiasm, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie. The innkeeper noticed the servant’s awkwardness and reported him to the authorities. Now, penniless, he was in prison as a suspected criminal.

The servant cared nothing for his own life, but he wanted to deliver the treasure to his lord and master. He needed the help of a good, trustworthy person to locate the treasure for him and return it to the marquis. In return, he was sure the marquis would offer a generous reward.

According to Vidocq, about one in five of these letters received a reply. Some recipients might genuinely want to return the marquis’s wealth. Others might see an opportunity to keep the fortune for themselves. Regardless, the servant would offer to send them a map of the location, but would face a series of expenses and bribes which their correspondent had to pay. The scam might end with the tragic death of the marquis, and the servant making a deal to sell the treasure chest for a bargain price.

Some of the exchanges could be very profitable. The con made enough money that the (real) prisoners writing the letters had no trouble bribing the guards, so they could continue their work.

If the scam went on long enough, the victim might finally receive a set of directions giving the location of the treasure. One Parisian cloth-seller was arrested for digging a hole under an arch of the Pont Neuf bridge in Paris. He was convinced it was the hiding place for a chest of gold and jewels.

Vidocq was fascinated by the effectiveness of this con and he wrote about it later in life.

Vidocq quit crime and became a police informant, then a private detective, using his first-hand knowledge of criminals. Eventually, he founded and headed France’s first real police force, the Sûreté nationale. Now, that’s what we call a con artist.

The letters Vidocq saw were written in the years just after the French Revolution, and the stories that followed were adapted to the events of the time, but the name “Jerusalem Letters” suggests that the scam was about an earlier generation of wealthy people being held prisoner in some far-off land.

This scam has always changed with the times.

CAN YOU HELP ME DIG UP A TREASURE?

Henry Pearce ran an ironworks company in Tavistock, Devon, in the southwest of England. Most of his correspondence was related to his business and came from local customers or suppliers. But in September 1888, he received an unusual letter in the post. It bore a Spanish stamp and was postmarked from Madrid.

When he tore open the envelope, things became even more curious. The writer was one Don Antonio Galvez, and he was currently sitting in a prison in Madrid. He owned a vast fortune and he needed Mr. Pearce’s help to get it.

The Spaniard’s tale was a sad one. Fourteen years earlier, Galvez had bravely fought against the government of his country in the Republican insurrection. He had served as the right-hand man to General Don Juan Contreras, who promoted Galvez to the rank of colonel and also made him his private secretary. But when their position came under siege by government troops, the general knew their situation was hopeless. He called Galvez and sent him on a secret mission. Galvez was entrusted with a large sum of money belonging to the rebels.

“Go to London,” said the general. “Deposit this money in the Bank of England.”

Galvez took the money and travelled to England, but when he arrived in London to deposit the money, he received a new message from General Contreras. The general warned him that the Spanish government knew about the money and had sent a message to the British government asking them to watch for Galvez and to arrest him. If he went to the Bank of England, he would certainly be apprehended. His new instructions: hide the money in some safe place.

Galvez wandered around England, trying to avoid arrest. He finally ended up in Tavistock, not far from the home of Henry Pearce. He stayed in the town several days and found a safe place to bury the treasure at night. He made precise measurements of the spot using a military sea compass, then carefully made a map of the location. He placed the map in a hidden compartment of one of his suitcases, then returned to Spain. But he never reunited with the general. Instead, he was arrested for his involvement in the uprising. He had been in prison ever since.

The rebels had disbanded, so there was nobody now to claim the money. In fact, nobody else even knew about it. Galvez alone knew about this fortune in cash, but was unable to access the money. For many years, strict prison rules prevented him from contacting anyone in the outside world. But recently, the rules had been relaxed, and he was permitted to write letters.

Of course, Galvez was still in prison, so now he needed a dependable Tavistock man to retrieve the money for him. His investigations showed that Mr. Henry Pearce, of the firm J&H Pearce, was the kind of honest man he could rely on.

So Galvez had a proposal for Pearce: if the English businessman was willing to dig up the money and return it, he could keep an eighth of the sum for himself. The money was in a metal box and consisted of Spanish banknotes. The box was sealed to keep any moisture out, and the banknotes were still current.

Pearce wasn’t sure what to make of this foreign letter, but he was certainly intrigued by the proposition. The fee Galvez offered was half a million Spanish pesetas—somewhere in the region of £20,000. (In modern terms, that was equivalent to around £3 million or close to four million US dollars.) Pretty good wages for a spot of digging.

There was a catch. Galvez didn’t remember the precise location, and the case containing the concealed map was still held by the authorities. To get access to it, Galvez would need to pay legal fees, but he had no money. He needed Henry Pearce to send him £240.

Henry Pearce didn’t want to send any money without doing some checking. He asked for more proof.

Galvez sent other documents, with official stamps, supporting his story, apologizing for how old and dirty they were. He urged Pearce to pay the legal fees. Then Pearce could bring the money to Madrid “and rescue my liberty, as everything is bought in this unhappy country, and immediately I will leave with you for England for ever.” He said he was “awaiting feverishly a reply which may give me hope, and to us happiness and felicity.”

As a hard-nosed English businessman, Pearce was happy to take a share of the cash, but was put off by the Spanish man’s overfamiliarity. Exactly what kind of happiness did Galvez have in mind?

And the documents looked wrong. They were as dirty as the letter-writer said, yet the ink looked strangely fresh. Wary now, Henry Pearce tested his correspondent. He asked for information on precisely how Señor Galvez had arrived in Tavistock—by boat or by train? And what landmarks had he used when taking measurements from his compass? If Galvez had really come here, he should remember those details.

Galvez replied that he had arrived in Tavistock after taking the train from Plymouth. He also gave other descriptions of the local area. They sounded plausible but might also have been taken from a guidebook.

Henry Pearce was cautious, but wondered: was he being too cautious? He didn’t want to throw away the chance to make a fortune. He wrote to the British ambassador in Madrid, explaining the situation and asking for advice. The ambassador quickly wrote back, strongly advising Pearce to have nothing to do with “Don Galvez”—the whole thing was certainly a swindle.

The ambassador explained that the fraud had been carried out so often in Spain that nobody fell for it anymore, and Spanish criminals were now writing to people in England—usually names they found in trade journals or newspapers. He congratulated Pearce on not being taken in and advised him to warn others about his experience. Pearce took the correspondence no further. He did as the ambassador asked and went to the newspapers. They were interested in the story and gave it some coverage.

The “Spanish Prisoner” fraud was carried out on an industrial scale by con artists in Madrid, who, as the ambassador had said, found the British public more open to the fraud than the Spanish.

The details varied from case to case, but they usually involved a military man who was now a political prisoner and was secretly in possession of a large fortune. Sometimes, like in the case of “Señor Galvez,” the writer had hidden money near the recipient’s home. The letter-writer always needed the recipient to send money. If the sucker sent money for legal fees, the prisoner might ask for more to bribe a guard or pay an official fee, and it continued until the victim stopped paying.

The officer often claimed a connection with the letter’s British recipient. He might say one of his parents or grandparents was British. He always insisted on secrecy, in case word about the money should get back to his Spanish captors.

It may seem strange that the fictitious prisoner’s claim on the fictitious money is dubious. For example, if the facts in the letter “Don Galvez” had written to Henry Pearce were true, the money was entrusted to Galvez and it doesn’t seem like it is his to give away. Why not claim to be the legitimate owner of the money—perhaps a wealthy man who invested his own money in a failed rebellion?

There are several reasons why this underhanded aspect of the scam works well.

If the letter’s recipient is greedy, they may see an opportunity for a bigger profit: they can dig up the money and keep it all for themself, leaving the thieving officer to rot in prison. While they’re thinking about this, they’re not thinking about whether the letter is legitimate.

Perhaps it is also psychologically easier for the scammer to rob the victim if they can blame them for making an unethical choice. Getting a victim involved in a conspiracy that is slightly criminal is a feature common to many scams.

The underhanded nature of the deal may help protect the scammer from arrest. When victims realize they have been cheated, they may be reluctant to explain to police that they were trying to get a share of stolen funds.

PLEASE TAKE CARE OF MY BEAUTIFUL WEALTHY DAUGHTER

One stumbling block in the Galvez-Pearce correspondence was the request that Pearce should come to Spain, release Galvez and bring him back to England.

But the scam had variations which overcame this problem. In one well-played version, the letter-writer is sick and weak. He knows he will soon die in prison, but he has a dear wife or a beautiful daughter aged sixteen or so. He has heard about the honesty and integrity of the recipient and begs the reader to help get his daughter to England and to look after her. The daughter and her chaperone (or governess or priest . . .) will bring a map showing where his secret fortune is buried.

A genteel British man or woman was more likely to play host to an innocent Spanish woman than an imprisoned soldier and revolutionary.

In this version, the travel costs can deliver a final payoff. The British correspondent is instructed to send money for two people to travel in style from Spain to England on a certain date. The host family waits patiently for their fortune-bearing guests to show up, which, of course, they don’t. Only then do the hosts realize they have been taken for the supposed travel expenses.

Many victims were taken in by the scam. In 1876, the Times (of London) carried an advertisement asking for information on a lady heiress and her travel companion, a priest, who were coming to stay with a family in England. The missing persons were almost certainly fictional characters invented for a Spanish Prisoner scam.

Again, this scam offers different inducements to different types of people. A high-minded recipient may feel genuinely moved to protect a vulnerable woman, while a “cad” may like the idea of having a wealthy and attractive Spanish señorita in his house and under his control.

THE SPANISH-AMERICAN PRISONER

The Spanish Prisoner scam continued to change with the times. During the Spanish-American War in 1898, the United States fought Spain, supporting Cuba’s independence.

Spain was kicked out of the Caribbean, but like criminal conquistadores, Spanish letter-writers discovered America.

The new versions were crafted to appeal to American sensibilities. The letter-writer might say he was Cuban, an American ally against the cruel Spanish. Sometimes he claimed to be a distant relative of the recipient. He had been arrested because he fought for freedom. Now he was dying in a Spanish prison, but he had money and a lovely daughter.

A flood of letters reached the United States. As with the “Nigerian Prince” a hundred years later, the plight of the “Spanish Prisoner” became a national joke. Even so, many people continued to be taken in.

In 1908, a New York lawyer (who really should have known better) wrote to William M. Collier, American ambassador to Spain, and asked about an offer he had received from a Spanish prisoner with a beautiful daughter and a fortune contained in a trunk.

According to a New Jersey newspaper, Collier told him it was a swindle. He complained that his legation had received hundreds of letters from American citizens asking about the same fraudulent story.

“Recently,” he said, “within one week, one man in Iowa and another in New Hampshire have each sent $500 here to pay the expenses of the reputed daughter to America. Two other men have arrived in Madrid, having journeyed all the way from Montana, for the purpose of taking the same child to their home, and a priest in Columbus, Ohio, has informed me that members of his parish have started to mortgage their farms to raise money to send to the swindlers. In the last few months, victims from nearly every state in the Union have written to this legation.”

POLICE RAIDS ON THE SCAMMERS

Many of the Spanish Prisoner scam operators worked out of Madrid. The swindlers used various methods to hide their addresses from the authorities, and local police found it surprisingly hard to identify each gang’s headquarters, but sometimes they got a break.

A 1904 newspaper report described how one prolific gang had recently started targeting victims in Germany.

The German consul-general in Madrid received a letter from a German businessman named Max Mathenberg, who wanted to know if the Spanish prisons held a Major Jaquet. He was interested because Jaquet knew the location of a treasure consisting of half a million pesetas, and it would all be Mathenberg’s once he had paid 5,000 francs to the prisoner’s contacts at a Madrid commercial office.

Mathenberg was obviously very naive and about to be scammed. The German consul-general passed the letter on to the Madrid authorities, and two police inspectors, named Visedo and Puga, decided to contact Mathenberg.

They told the businessman that the person he was looking for did not exist, and the whole thing was a fraud. They intended to arrest the swindlers, they said, and they wanted Mathenberg’s help in doing so. If he refused to help, he would be
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