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“All that deceives may be said to enchant.”

—Plato




“I ain’t done nothing wouldn’t nobody do if they had a chance to make a pile of money.”

—Chester Himes
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Nineteen thirty-three was the height of the Great Depression, an abysmal time. The gaudy spree of the Jazz Age was just a memory, and throughout the world huge numbers of people found themselves condemned to destitution, misery, and despair. In America, Franklin Roosevelt had only recently become president and more than ten million were still out of work. Armies of migrants—homeless, jobless—roamed the country, fighting to survive. More than three thousand banks had closed since the Wall Street crash of 1929. A blues song of the era declared: “Lord, I’m so low down, baby/I declare I’m looking up at down.”

America’s farmers were especially hard hit. More than a quarter of them had already lost their lands, and the agrarian state of Iowa was in open revolt. Taking their shotguns, their pitchforks, their reaper blades, striking Iowa farmers barricaded roads outside Sioux City and other market towns. They stopped milk and hay wagons and overturned trucks that tried to cross their picket lines. The aim was to stop produce from getting to market and drive prices back up to an acceptable level. Outnumbered law enforcement officers had their pistols snatched away from them. Imprisoned heroes of the farmers’ union were busted out of jail. Agents of the loathed banks and insurance companies were threatened and intimidated. A judge was kidnapped, hanged until he was almost dead, and made to kiss the American flag—because he’d been trying to enforce an enclosure order.

Faith in the established order had vanished, and there were reasons. In some places the price of corn was minus three cents a bushel—if a farmer wanted to sell a bushel he had to bring in three cents. The farmers were frightened and angry, yet these were conservative men who still believed in democracy and the ideals of America; they wanted to work, to live in peace while they supported their families and accrued wealth. They weren’t looking for revolution; they were looking for hope.

An eyewitness remembered that the situation in Iowa was so tense you could almost smell the gunpowder. Into this atmosphere arrived an extraordinary figure, a man in a derby hat smoking a cigar, a fifty-seven-year-old man with a vast steamship trunk full of silk shirts and costly suits custom-tailored on London’s Savile Row, a heavyset man with a ruddy, jowly face and a smile that demanded trust. His name was Oscar Hartzell. He dressed like a wealthy banker, indeed like one of the mistrusted Wall Street men, but he’d once farmed in the area and spoke a language the Siouxlanders understood. He had a rough charm and was always ready with a slap on the back or a cigar for his friends. He had a winning salesman’s personality and was greeted by thousands of humbled Iowa folk like a returning conqueror, like a savior. They followed him and believed in him with a respect bordering on awe, worship. And yet he’d stolen millions of dollars from them.

Until recently, Hartzell had been living in England, but now he’d been fetched back to Sioux City to face a multitude of charges of fraud and misuse of the mails. Another local man, Harry Reed, a U.S. attorney from the nearby city of Waterloo, had the job of securing the conviction, bringing this rascal to justice. At first Reed saw this as a simple matter, for he knew Hartzell to be the biggest confidence trickster of an era that scarcely lacked for them, an artful dodger who in London had restyled himself as a British lord and financed a decade of luxury and high living by swindling between 70,000 and 100,000 Midwesterners.

Things weren’t going according to plan, however. As the trial began, prosecutor Harry Reed found himself jostled and spat upon, while the crook Oscar Hartzell was lionized and cheered and borne shoulder-high by supporters who steadfastly refused to accept that he was a con man. They believed him their economic redeemer, a man of the people who any day now would turn them all into millionaires. He would lead them out of the swamps of the Depression and toward the banquet table of the Lord. He would lay before them the greatest aggregate of wealth in the world and create an entire new social order. He would do this by delivering into their hands the estate of the Elizabethan sea rover Sir Francis Drake, an accumulation of cash, lands, investments, jewels, gold, gems, and other treasures now worth more than $100 billion. They would all be rich—rich! Governments would topple, the world’s economy would be turned upside down as if in a doomed socialite’s cocktail shaker, and Hartzell would emerge in his true colors as a figure of unknown and unspeakable power.

Harry Reed met hundreds of decent people who’d been taken by Hartzell, yet not one of them was prepared to speak against him. Afflicted by delusion or mania, they besieged the federal courthouse in Sioux City and threatened to turn the trial into a circus. They were suckers who had no wish to be saved, even from themselves, and Reed, bewildered, wasn’t sure whether he’d stumbled across a strange hybrid of religious revivalism or into the pages of some fantastic novel. At the center of it all was Oscar Hartzell, grinning like a benign patriarch, a huckster, a charmer, a pied piper who wore an English-style pince-nez attached on a loop to his breast pocket and assured his devoted followers he would soon be more powerful than Roosevelt, than Hitler, than Mussolini, and then the world’s greatest wealth would all be theirs.
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I first came across the story of Oscar Hartzell in Jay Robert Nash’s book Hustlers and Con Men, an anecdotal history of swindles down the ages, a compendium of the grift. The back cover had a photograph of Nash, a Chicago journalist and entrepreneur (himself something of a Gatsby figure), leaning forward with an impish smile to light a cigarette for Joseph “Yellow Kid” Weil, the most famous American con man of all, the model for the Robert Redford character in the movie The Sting. The pages within showed Nash going about his work with similar pep and gusto. He told how Wall Street’s Daniel Drew got his start by selling bloated cows to Henry Astor; how Jay Gould and Big Jim Fisk conned Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt into trying to corner the market in shares in the Erie Railroad and relieved him of a fortune by simply pumping out more and more stock, thus making the market uncornerable; how Wilson Mizner, an ace deepwater sharper, worked a multitude of scams to fleece the prosperous on the decks of the early transatlantic steamships; how Philip Arnold and John Slack made a fortune by salting a fake diamond mine and sending San Francisco into a frenzy in 1871; how the Spanish prisoner game, with its call to easy adventure through the promise of an easy fortune and a beautiful girl, keeps popping up every decade or so; how Yellow Kid Weil sold a string of mutts from the Chicago city pound as though they were priceless pedigree dogs. And so on: Nash told of the systems behind medical frauds, stock frauds, magazine sales frauds, and other rackets with evocative names like the tat, the wire, the big store.

In time I discovered that books on con artistry can easily be viewed through the wrong end of the telescope. That’s to say, they lend themselves to consideration as how-to manuals and not only warnings or story anthologies. This is true from J. P. Johnston’s Grafters I Have Met (1906) to Charles R. Whitlock’s Chuck Whitlock’s Scam School (1997). David Maurer’s classic study The Big Con (1941) later so impressed the people at Universal that they lifted the plot of The Sting from it and had to settle with the Maurer estate to the tune of $800,000. Hustlers and Con Men (1976) was no exception to this perennial trend; it read like the flip side of the other sort of American self-help manual, the ones that point a more legitimate road to happiness and success, those written by, say, Dale Carnegie and, more recently, Anthony Robbins. Nash invited his reader to awake the swindler within, and I began to wonder whether the confidence man might in fact be the great covert, or not so covert, American hero.

In the fifth chapter of Hustlers and Con Men, entitled “The Inherited Billions,” I found ten or so pages about Oscar Hartzell. In Nash’s telling he was an Iowa farm boy who became a con man, lived like a king off the Drake Estate in London in the 1920s and early 1930s, was caught, and finally died mad—or perhaps not—in the Medical Center for Federal Prisoners at Springfield, Missouri, on August 27, 1943. Nash wrote:


When Oscar Hartzell arrived in London, he posed as an oil-rich Texas millionaire and promptly discarded his country bumpkin style. He rented a luxurious suite of rooms on London’s fashionable Basil Street and immediately had a hundred suits meticulously tailored by the finest haberdashers along Saville [sic] Row. Only the best restaurants sufficed for his daily meals, and season tickets to the most important shows were habitually tucked into his vest pockets. Wenching became a devout pastime for Oscar until he caused one buxom blonde barmaid to get in the family way. Her father showed up at his rooms and remonstrated with Oscar to “do the right thing.” Hartzell not only turned on the back country charm but let loose his herculean pitch, convincing the Cockney father of his fabulous Drake heir story to the point where the old man rushed to the bank, withdrew his savings, and invested $2,600 in the scheme. Oscar then stopped seeing the girl.



This paragraph was jaunty, even irresistible, but somehow reality escaped it; already the writing seemed too broad, too much the movie version. A hundred Savile Row suits? A buxom blond barmaid? What drew me in was the outline of such an extravagant and complete story, the suggestion of a man’s whole life driven and defined by one outrageous imposture. The sheer longevity of the con was startling. How had Hartzell kept it going for so long? Nash’s account, based on previously published newspaper and magazine sources, had obvious holes, and I wondered what might exist in the way of letters, court records, police reports, psychiatric evaluations, and other documentation. My own father had been a con man, and I knew from personal experience that such a life creates more legal and emotional residue than Nash, for the purposes of his book, had needed to contemplate. I had a hunch that a fuller investigation would reveal unguessed-at twists and turns.

And so a three-year quest began. It led me to the birthplace of a legendary lawman and gunslinger (Hartzell’s birthplace too), to the covered bridges of Madison County, to courtrooms in Sioux City and Chicago, to the handsome old port of Plymouth and the plains of Minnesota, to apartments in seedy West London and ritzy Knightsbridge. Along the way I visited scores of different libraries and offices of records, filling in a more complete picture of Oscar Hartzell. In the U.S. National Archive in College Park, Maryland, in a cellophane folder, slipped to the bottom of a file box so that I almost missed it, typed on yellowed paper that was brittle and crumbling to the touch, I made the most extraordinary find of all—Hartzell’s incomplete autobiography, a testament no one else had read in more than sixty-five years. It was as if he’d walked through the door to take me by the hand.

There are, of course, many contenders for the title of best American swindler, but Hartzell has a good claim, I think; I set out to unearth his story, and it proved to be a more fabulous saga than any fabulist could dare to imagine.
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The story really begins in 1572 when King Philip II of Spain was the most powerful monarch on earth. An unsung English seaman named Francis Drake led a small expedition to the isthmus of Panama, attacking shipping and coastal settlements and even venturing inland to search for the mule trains that hauled Spanish Peruvian treasure from the Pacific Coast to Nombre de Dios.

Drake was the son of a yeoman farmer. No record remains of the date of his birth, but it was sometime between 1541 and 1545, which means that in 1572 he was in his late twenties or early thirties. Bearded, stocky, and strong, slightly florid in the face, he was known to be cheerful in misfortune and charitable in success. Drake was already developing the talent for which history would come to know him—a knack for lifting and leading men; he was also vain, ambitious, and possessed of a self-confidence and belief in his own powers that seemed at times to transcend sanity.

Drake’s first two attacks failed; his men were struck by fever and disease, and further skirmishes reduced their number. But then, in alliance with the French captain Guillaume Le Testu and a party of escaped black slaves, he surprised a train of mules carrying treasure so close to the port of Nombre de Dios that he and his men could hear the hammers of the blacksmiths as they worked on the Spanish fleet. Quickly the attackers struck and hauled off a quantity of gold bullion, its value later to be estimated at 100,000 gold pesos, approximately 40,000 pounds sterling in Elizabethan money, a fortune in today’s terms. Le Testu, hurt and unable to move, was left behind. The Spaniards showed no mercy, for at this moment Spain was at war with neither England nor France and in King Philip’s eyes Drake and his band were nothing more than pirates, thieves who, should they happen to be caught, fully deserved a blade across the throat.

For Queen Elizabeth the privateers were a tool for expanding England’s commercial future and her own financial interests. She kept secret her part in these expeditions, but since Drake had made a success of this one she sanctioned another, and in December 1577 he set out again from Plymouth, this time with four ships, well armed and well equipped. Among the backers were the Earl of Leicester, Sir Francis Walsyngham, and the queen herself, who put up £1,000 on the sly. The one surviving copy of Drake’s instructions envisages a trading voyage, but this was just a blind to throw off the Spanish should the document fall into their hands. The true goal was plunder. Drake hoped to surprise a treasure ship and return home in pomp with the booty.

What started as blunt privateering became the first British circumnavigation of the globe, one of sailing’s epic feats. Drake’s squadron passed through the equatorial doldrums, rounded Cape Horn amid fearful storms, and struck land for a refit in an area of what we now call northern California, which Drake promptly claimed for the English and dubbed New Albion. Along the way, off the Pacific coast of Peru (unprotected by the Spaniards, who had considered an attack from this side impossible), he had indeed captured a treasure ship, the Nuestra Señora de la Concepción, laden with gold pesos, silver, pearls, silks, damasks, spices, and other treasures such as dreams are made of.

Drake crossed the Pacific in the belt of the northeast trade winds and was twice almost sunk in the Indian Ocean before rounding the Cape of Good Hope and passing once again into the more familiar waters of the Atlantic. He arrived back in Plymouth almost two years after he set out, having gathered so much plunder he feared that Spain might start a war over it, or that the queen might arrest or even behead him. The Spaniards were calling for the pirate Drake—El Draque, the Dragon, as they called him—to be handed over for summary execution. Instead, Elizabeth didn’t even wait for Drake’s flagship, the Golden Hind, to enter port, but went out to the ship, knighted Drake, and took off for London with the swag.

For its investors this expedition yielded a fabulous return of 4,700 percent, not including the bonuses that were set aside for Drake and the queen. Some said that Elizabeth got more than she should have, that in effect she stole some of the booty, but who was to argue? She took £100,000. It’s hard to give contemporary meaning to this sum, but at that time £100,000 would have bought 4 million days of skilled labor—here was a staggering amount of money, in other words, perhaps more than $1 billion today. With it Elizabeth laid the foundations of a foreign investment fortune, and England began to grow into a world colonial power. With his own share, Drake bought a large country seat, the stately Buckland Abbey near Plymouth, and set about obliterating once and for all his humble origins. In his quest to turn himself into a gentleman he applied for a coat of arms, the ultimate badge of English aristocratic swagger.

Nothing quite appals the English like new money, especially when those who are being appalled have had theirs only a generation or two, and many surrounding Elizabeth at court saw in Drake only a jumped-up braggart, flaunting his new prestige like a peacock. For the commoners, however, who worked the farms or plied their trades in the filthy London streets and then drank in the taverns or crammed the pit of the Swan Theater to see the latest entertainments by Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare, Drake was more than merely a beloved hero, a man risen to eminence through bravery and remarkable deeds. He was already an almost mythical figure, an individual who, it often seemed, was waging a personal war on behalf of his queen against the world’s most powerful empire. Pamphlets and broadsheets tracked his actions. Sometimes he was wrongly reported killed, or wounded, or captured; more often he was said to be wreaking havoc, “singeing the king of Spain’s beard.”

Drake was instrumental in defeating the Spanish Armada in 1588, when (notably, coolly, perhaps apocryphally) he refused to go to sea until he’d finished his game of bowls. Old and wealthy enough to have retired, he died at sea off Panama, trying to wrest yet more loot from the Spaniards for himself and the queen he adored. The date was January 28, 1596.

Some lives are more remarkable than others. Some are so shapely, so seemingly structured and packed with meaning, that the imagination at once strikes sparks off them. Sir Francis Drake’s was such a life. He died famous, he died as—for the latter part of his life—he’d lived, a figure of legend to whom improbable and sometimes even true stories clung like dust to an Elizabethan silk ruff. He died rich and he died, despite having been married twice, without children. Most of his land and money went to his brother and his nephews.

When, within a few years of Drake’s death, the standards of the English navy slipped, it was natural for there to be a demand for a return to the glories of the recent past; the campaign was called Sir Francis Drake Revived. Equally, it was unsurprising, given that Drake left no direct heir, when fortune hunters proclaimed there had been something untoward with his will, something fishy about it—the will had been forged, they claimed, or in any event had been wrongly probated and was invalid. Vast wealth was there for the taking, they said, for him who could untangle the legal knot.

The English navy was duly set straight and embarked on three centuries of oceanic dominance. But while Britannia was ruling the waves, the legend of Sir Francis Drake’s will, and the wealth that was locked up in probate, never quite went away. It persisted in England and took hold and flourished in America too when some of Drake’s relatives emigrated there, settling in Virginia, Ohio, Iowa, Illinois, and Missouri. In 1884, James Russell Lowell, American ambassador to London, had to draw up a form letter to answer the steady stream of inquiries from his credulous countrymen asking about the fortune. In 1892 his successor to the London posting, Robert Todd Lincoln, son of the president who had once said, “You can fool some of the people all of the time,” issued a statement warning prospective investors against “putting any money with persons claiming to have any interest in any so-called Sir Francis Drake Estate.”

Confidence tricks are born but they never die. They flourish, fade, and then spring back to life in new clothes. They’re stories, and, like stories, they stick to effective formulas. The unclaimed estate swindle is one of the oldest forms of con, and it was enjoying a particular vogue in America at the end of the nineteenth century. Belief blossomed in the existence of the Drake Estate and a multitude of other fictitious inheritances such as the Jennens (or Jennings or Jannens), the Hedges, the Baker, the Bradford, the Hyde, the Horne, the Townley, the Mosher, the Weber (or Webber), the Nixon, the Bogardus, the Kern, the Cronkheit, the DuBois, the Wertz (or Wirtz or Wurtz). People in Illinois and California spoke about when they would get their hands on the Blake millions, or the castles and fisheries of the Duke of Argyle. In New York there were those ready to be convinced by con men that the Trinity Church Corporation falsely held its vast properties on Wall Street and elsewhere. But the majority of these estates were said to exist in Europe. The promoters grasped that with the passage of time the wealth of the Old World had taken on a romantic otherness. Perhaps treasure really was buried back there.

The estate schemes touched the democratic suspicion that inherited wealth is fortuitous and arbitrary and deserved by anybody as much as anybody else; they called upon the yearning for that polish of class which history and tradition are said to bring; they tapped into a beginning obsession with genealogy.

The next phase of the Drake swindle owed its arrival to a scientific development, the telephone, and its commercial and social offshoot the telephone directory. In 1900 a gang of swindlers collected the names of all the Drakes they could find in the American directories and sent out wires, informing them that they were legitimate heirs. A few days later these lucky beneficiaries received letters from a supposed firm of London solicitors, confirming their claim, but asking for a fee to clear up the final stages of the litigation. By this time many of the dupes were convinced. Their pictures appeared in hometown and even metropolitan papers and they were congratulated by proud and expectant friends. On June 18, 1903, the Journal Gazette of Logan, Ohio, ran the following article:


HEIRS WILL CONTEST PROPERTY WORTH MILLIONS

Representatives Who Went to London for Ohio Heirs Tell the Story

The heirs of that great sea rover Sir Francis Drake in the United States are getting active for the recovery of a large estate in England. Descendants of Drake in Morgan County recently sent an attorney to England to look after their interests. The report is of local interest as many of the descendants reside in Logan and Hocking County. The Bowen family of this city are descendants of England’s annihilator of the dreaded Armada and Capt. William F. Bowen has much data of genealogical interest and otherwise bearing on the case.

Mr. James Drake of McConnelsville, and Attorney L. C. Russel of Newark, returned Sunday from England where they have been looking up the interests of the Drake heirs in the Sir Francis Drake estate.

On the 29th or in 11 days they arrived in Liverpool. The following day they left by train for London and crossed the great but small kingdom in four hours. Think of the relative size of the United States and England. It requires 30 times as long to cross our country. The next day May 31st they went 190 miles south from London toward the English Channel to Exeter, near where the famous Drake mansion and estate is.

They found the facts to be briefly as follows: Sir Francis Drake died in 1595, leaving one of the finest estates in England. By the will and the English laws it passed to the oldest son and son on down the line forever until some descendant died without male heir when the property was to be divided among all the heirs of the original owner. Francis Henry Drake the 5th baron in line, died in 1795 without male heir but willed his property to his daughters without regard to former ancestral requirements. This will is pronounced fraudulent, and the possession of the property since by the descendants has been illegal. The property is now held by Lady Elliot Drake, one of the leaders of the English aristocracy. Mr. James Drake and his attorney Mr. Russel retained an English lawyer at Exeter to investigate the matter and he will have an expert genealogist trace the descent of the original owners to establish the claims of the American heirs when suit will be instituted to recover the property.



Confusions and inaccuracies abound here, but what’s interesting is the matter-of-fact tone, the straightforward and uninflected style of the reporting. The apparent situation is presented clearly and without hint of irony or spin: an error has been detected, a suit will be filed, and the error will be corrected. According to the Journal Gazette, bad luck is about to descend upon poor Lady Drake, who will have to give up everything she owns, even though she is a “leader of the English aristocracy.” Notably, it’s as if the warnings of Lowell and Lincoln had never been issued; they’d already been forgotten, or were being ignored.

During the next years the editors of the Journal Gazette kept their eye on the progress of the case. Legal technicalities preventing settlement came up year after year with monotonous regularity. Prospective heirs spent thousands of dollars in the contest. Other heirs from other cities in Ohio and from other states, represented by other promoters and their lawyers, popped up to stake their claim. The important idea of rival heirs was introduced, but the fundamental premise, the proposition that the Drake Estate was for real and could be delivered by somebody, was never questioned.

In December 1906 the Ohio State Journal asked:


WILL THE ESTATE OF SIR FRANCIS DRAKE NOTED PIRATE AND FIRST ENGLISH ADMIRAL DESCEND TO A COLUMBUS MAN?

M. A. Glenn of 946 east Long Street, who declares that he has proved himself to be a descendant of the great Sir Francis, has received word from England that the Drake estate has been ordered released by Court of Chancery and that a division is soon to take place. The estate is worth millions. English attorneys, says Mr. Glenn, have computed its actual value at $250,000,000. It is mainly in jewels and money and has been held for years by the Bank of England. Interest has augmented it.



It must have seemed, even to the most optimistic of con men, that this sweet game couldn’t last; in fact, its great maverick had yet to sit down at the table.
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Oscar Merrill Hartzell was a son of the prairie, of the American heartland, of Monmouth, a small city (even today the population is only nine thousand) in western Illinois that Abraham Lincoln visited often during the early years of his legal career. Wyatt Earp was born there in 1848, and it’s where Ronald Reagan attended second grade in 1918. Hartzell, whose life would in its own way be as emblematically American, was born there on January 6, 1876.

One of his grandfathers was a steamboat man. His father, John Henry Hartzell, came originally from Tiltensville, Ohio, but moved west when he was eighteen to work as a hired hand for Eliza Jane Shaw, a widow who had a farm outside Monmouth. John Henry Hartzell was quarrelsome and hot-tempered, but a hard worker, a capable farmer, and evidently a man who, even if he allowed one eye to stray in the direction of love, always kept the other fixed firmly on the main chance. On Christmas Day 1874, he married one of Eliza Jane Shaw’s daughters, and with his wedding gift he bought his own small holding of twenty acres.

Oscar, their first child, was born just over a year later in the one-room log cabin that John Hartzell had raised with his own hands. A daughter, Pearl May, soon followed, and then Emma Hartzell lost her third pregnancy during childbirth. The next child was yet another boy, Clinton, but here arises a confusion. Some records suggest that he was a natural birth, but
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