
PART I: THE BACKGROUND

Gwynn Rodrigo Medina was born on April 3rd, 1961 in Boyle Heights, California, somewhat East of the Los Angeles River. He would die less than forty years later in the chic suburb of Paris known as Sceaux.

In those short years, he would accomplish much. He would earn and lose vast sums of money, would travel to every corner of the world, and some of the most famous and important people in the world would hold him in high esteem. He would achieve mastery of no less than nine languages (Spanish, English, French, German, Russian, Portuguese, Mandarin, Kanauji and Hindustani). Without linguistic constraint, he would become a well-known scholar of philately, contemporary sculpture, silent film, and Indian poetry dating back to Vedic times. He would also break his share of hearts, leaving a trail of disappointed lovers in his wake.

For many, he would become their favorite friend, even if they could never quite get a handle on him nor his exploits. He could claim confidants from the worlds of finance, modern art, anarchist separatism, concubinary, royalty, and high stakes gambling.

And with each of these souls, tales would be spun about him for decades after his death. Spoken of for his manners, his genuine smile, his skill in making you feel like the most important person in the world, and for his simple ability to express himself intelligently without a trace of condescension.

For all their diversity of interest and talent and experience with Gwynn, this wide array of friends would only be able to share two incontrovertible certitudes about their interactions with him.


First, the undeniable fact that he had lied to every single last one of them. And second, that none of them much held a grudge for his enchanting deceptions. They were all just plainly happy to have had his magical life intersect with theirs.

The average person lies thirteen point three times per day.

I just made that statistic up.

Statistics and research about lying have historically been fraught with difficulty since it relies entirely on self-reporting, which humans apparently aren’t good at, even if it’s for scientific purposes. One study from 2010 concluded that the average person lies 1.65 times per day. This number seemed rather low to the researchers, as it does for me, so they dug deeper into the reports. They found that 50% of all the confessed lies had been copped to by just 5.3% of the participants. This leads one to believe that the other 95% were either remarkably honest, or exactly the opposite.

We live in an increasingly divided world which, for many, means that they believe some sources of information and disbelieve anything that comes from others. But consider the upshot of this division: that everyone conceives of being lied to on a daily basis. For some, those liars might be from a news station, or from a bartender, or from your mother, or from the President.

And yet somehow, despite all this quasi-acceptable lying, we tend to believe the new people that come into our lives. We might be cautious to begin with, but we want to accept what’s in front of us, so we give them the benefit of the doubt until proven otherwise. Then, that person lies to us and we move on. And then we are lied to again. And again. Yet still we try.


I consider myself to be a rather discerning sort when it comes to meeting new people. Before I ever consider availing myself of an interloper into my life, I do a full-scale sussing out. I try to ask as many questions as I can without answering too many of my own. To attempt to figure out their angle and whether it’s worth entangling myself. This might seem overly cautious, and may even dip into anti-social behavior, but it has served me well in this world of priests and politicians.

However, upon scant first glance Mr. Medina subverted all of these walls I had built up. I don’t know how he did it. Did is the wrong word though. We met at some publisher’s party in New York City back in the early 90’s and found ourselves alone. We spoke for perhaps twenty minutes before he was pulled away by a CEO or some beautiful model. But I was smitten. We would go on to cross paths perhaps a dozen times over the next handful of years before his death, and each time was perfect moonlight and revelation. I would say he weaseled his way into my life, but that would be unkind. I was always happy to see him and share my news. Things I wouldn’t tell my closest friends or partners, I would find myself spilling out to him without the slightest provocation. A trustworthy sort, I thought.

I suppose that is the true dichotomy of Gwynn R. Medina. He was a perpetual liar, an exaggerator, and a fiend. But he never quite used it to his advantage, nor did he share your secrets with others. Rather, he was a confidant to all and confessor to none.

=======

I ended up interviewing nearly 75 people over the course of the writing of the book you hold within your hands. And each one has a story much like mine. Medina would come into and out of their lives flittingly. Always appearing in short and dramatic bursts, and disappearing just the


same. Some felt they knew him well, others barely at all, but what tied us all together were our feelings that he had meant something.

And yet, despite all these extraordinary interactions, barely a soul knew a specific detail of his life. We knew his name and his birthdate (although he jumbled these too when it suited his needs), and some had been told specifics about a relative, or a year at a prestigious college, or a description of a girl. But none had anything close to the whole picture.

At first, I had no particular intention to write a “book” about Medina. I had a single sit-down interview, and dozens of recorded phone calls, but I wasn’t sure where exactly to go with it. I figured that I would collect stories for posterity, and maybe one day post them online somewhere for others who had known him. I considered dropping copies on benches in abandoned parking lots and shopping malls, but as details came out about his myriad undertakings, it felt like he deserved a more complete elegy. In the course of my recordings, people also began to compare him to other, much more famous, imposters from the historical record.

And so I began to think bigger, and ask bigger questions. Not just about Medina, but about imposters in general. Why do they exist? Are they mentally unwell, thrill-seekers, criminals, or simply rapscallions? Or perhaps some mix of all these frightfully vague categories? What could the stories of past imposters tell about my life with Medina?

I certainly can’t purport to have all the answers set perfectly down, but I have tried to place Medina in a larger context. He was singular to me and to all those who met him, but for those who never had the pleasure, he may appear as little more than a rogue. And we, the gullible, are willing to believe the obvious lies of a deranged man. Hopefully after you make your way


through these pages you will develop some sympathy for us, and perhaps even for him.

As an organizational tool, I have divided the other imposters into groups. There is obviously

overlap within each category, but I have done my best to pinpoint the genesis for each

individual’s imposterism. I’ll go deeper into the meanings later in the book, but broadly I have

divided them all into:

1) criminal imposters

2) power/royal imposters

3) psychopathic imposters

4) financial imposters

and, finally, a category which I have placed Medina into alone for the time being:

5) benevolent imposters

I tried to place the man in question within these first four constraints, but he refused to be held.

Call me biased, but it seemed that his life somehow flowered beyond categorization. By way of

comparison, he seemed to have lived more than many of these historical figures. Not just in the

sense of doing more, or traveling more places, any wealthy fool can do that.

Perhaps he had an abstract “more”, but let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. Let’s begin at

the beginning. With the coming of Mr. Medina.

PART I.5: THE BEGINNING


The name Medina comes from the Arabic word “madinah,” which simply means city. Indeed, Gwynn had familial roots tracing back to the Middle East, Lebanon in particular, but this part of his ancestry does not seem to have made a large impact on him. While he traveled to the Arabic-speaking parts of the world extensively, I have not been able to find any evidence that he attempted to learn the language nor seek out any distant family he may still have had there.

Instead, it was his Latino roots that were most crucial in his upbringing. His parents were both born in English-speaking countries, his father Roberto in Los Angeles and his mother Nicole in Cardiff, Wales. But his father’s father was born and raised in México and never let his son nor grandson forget it for a moment. While he would go on to learn more than passable English, Gwynn’s grandfather, Antonio Jose Medina González would never speak a word of that “foreign” language in front of his progeny. For Antonio Jose, English was for work, for survival and for gringos. Spanish was for the family.

Gwynn’s grandfather could perhaps be best compared to a brick wall. He was a smaller man, 5’3” at most, but his body seemed to be stacked muscle, with no room for fat. His skin was dark, and his face ingrained with deep lines winding like ancient rivers in a dried up floodplain. Men a foot taller would walk a wide circle around him when he got angry; there was simply no question who would win a potential skirmish. Antonio Jose came to California simply to work hard and make money and nothing less. He would go to the bars like the rest of the men, but he would drink only a single chela, preferring to observe the tumult rather than take part. Even though he would end up staying for nearly forty years, barely returning to México, he would never consider the United States as anything more than a business trip.

Gwynn’s father Roberto was raised in a strict Mexican family with his parents at the top of a


defined hierarchy. But his family was not a typical one. He was not expected to go to church, nor were there likenesses of Jesus in the house, but he was made to remember where he came from even though he had never been to the country of his father’s birth..

Roberto was taller than his father by a few inches and had a very similar build, all muscle and no wasted space. And yet, somehow, the actual strength of Antonio Jose had not been passed along with the physique. Roberto looked tough, but could not lift half what his father could even well into adulthood. It was as if his perfect musculature was somehow vacant. Antonio Jose never missed an opportunity to show that he could outperform his son in any physical task. Like most young men, Roberto looked forward to the day when he would prove that his father could no longer impose his will upon him. As a teenager, he would gamely oppose his father in every possible contest. However, by the age of 20 Roberto, beaten down by the repeated defeats, began to refuse his father’s challenges. He never would conquer his father in an arm wrestle, a fact that gave him pause to his dying day.

México, like the United States, is a sprawling country with wildly different landscapes and cultures. From region to region, accent and lifestyle vary as much as they do between Seattle and the Bayous of Louisiana. This makes Antonio Jose’s birthplace duly notable: first, because he felt deeply in his bones that he was Mexican, and second because he was from Yucatán, a country within a country.

Mérida, the capital of Yucatán, is widely trumpeted as being the “white city” by its politicians, for reasons that I shall get to a bit later.. Its current population hovers at about one million, and is known today primarily as a stopover for European and American tourists. This is because it finds itself situated perfectly between such “must-see” destinations as Chichen Itza, Tulum, Celestún, and a short four-hour busride to the destination of the upper middle-class everywhere:


the beaches of Cancún.

Mérida is also the city of México with the highest concentration of indigenous peoples, with perhaps sixty percent of all citizens having Mayan ancestry. And this is no mere heritage, as you will find that most people know at least some of the Maya language. If you go a bit outside the city (and also back in people’s family trees to their grandparents and great-grandparents), you’ll find that Maya is much more likely to be spoken in the home than Spanish.

I won’t go too deep into the ancient history of the town, but something of its “founding” by Spanish conquistadors says a lot about what the city would become. Mérida is built squarely upon the ground of a hugely important Mayan city known as T’hó. Not only was the new city created by destroying the former, but pieces of the Mayan city are still found today embedded in new Spanish colonial buildings: the cathedrals, churches and even government palace all use stones from Mayan buildings and homes. Needless to say, the tensions between the Mayan people and the Spanish took quite some time to lessen, and elements of this antagonism continue to modern times.

Gwynn Medina heard all these tales from his grandfather, who had Mayan blood and continued to speak Maya with other Yucatecos in Los Angeles until his death. One story towered above the others though. A time of warfare when the Maya rose up to attempt to overthrow the Spanish and to establish their own government and country apart from México entirely. It is known as the Caste War and lasted from 1847 until at least 1901.

The essential details of the war, as told by Medina’s abuelo, are thus: the indigenous (Maya) fought against the Europeans (Mexicans) for the very soul of the region. It was not a fight over money, or territory, or even power. It was a cultural war. With the poor people who had been


there longer rising up en masse to destroy the foreign oppressor. And, even though the textbooks say that the Spanish-speaking authorities “won” the war, that was nothing but lies and falsehoods. The church sided with the wealthy, no surprise there, so Antonio Jose taught everyone in his family to distrust someone who came around with a smile and a cross. At the core of the conflict was a fight for a way of life. The Maya wanted to be communal and free, and the Spanish wanted to force them into being capitalist and individual.

Even the end date of the war was in question for Antonio Jose . Certainly the government occupied the Mayan capital of Chan Santa Cruz in 1901, but that didn’t stop the Maya from fighting. Guerrilla warfare continued well into the twentieth century. The Maya refused to be subdued, not by armies, nor money, nor decree.

“Look at the region now, mi nieto,” Antonio Jose would say, “everyone, even the whitest of the white, know some Maya. Where else can you say that? In California? This land was full of so- called Indians and yet name one pinche gringo in Los Angeles who can speak one pinche word of one of their languages! ¡Pelaná!.”

This wasn’t the kind of discussion Gwynn was supposed to take part in. This was strictly a one- way thing. And yet, somehow, despite the ranting nature of it all, Antonio Jose came across as rather afable rather than domineering. Everyone said it was his eyes. No matter what he was saying, his eyes darted with delight, moistened seemingly by joy even if he was telling the most sordid of tales.

All of his stories seemed bigger than life. The Maya were paragons of good--fighting the just fight, and the Spanish were dastardly, selfish creatures bent only on power and cash. There was no room for in-between. Surely American imperialism was bad, but Antonio Jose held a


special place in hell for those who had tried to suppress the Maya. He even venerated the English because they had fought alongside the Maya for a time (mostly for reasons of trade with the nearby British colony of Belize.) By Antonio Jose’s way of thinking, white people were not to be trusted, but if they had a British accent he would at least half-listen.

Most of all, these discussions would cause Antonio Jose to be endlessly proud of his city: Mérida. Even in recent decades, as ultra-wealthy Mexicans have moved in and white people from all over the world came to dominate the downtown of the city, Antonio Jose would defend it as the best in the world.

Which brings us to Antonio Jose’s theory about modern-day Mérida,1 the self-appointed “White City.”

According to him, the city is not white because of the old pale colonial buildings in El Centro, nor because the citizens pride themselves in cleanliness. No, it is all an afront. It is white because it is a neutral city. Waving a white flag far and wide to let people know that the city is a safe place in a sea of relative danger. And that flag does not wave for everyone, only for the narcotraficantes. The story goes that, over time, the drug dealers of México and rich beyond all possible measure, had turned their attentions away from each other’s coffers and towards their enemies’ relatives. In an effort to take over turf, mothers, children, and wives were being slaughtered. Grandmothers even. All of the narcos agreed that this new policy was foolhardy, but once it got flowing it was quite difficult to shut off. So, in some sort of collective agreement, they chose to create a place safe for all their families. And they selected Mérida because of its warmth, its proximity to the beaches of the Mayan Riviera, and its reputation for law and order.

1Just for verification purposes, I’ve heard this same story from lots of other Yucatecos, even though no one quite seems to have any proof one way or the other.


To this day, Mérida is absolutely the safest place in México. It is patrolled by a seemingly endless stream of local, state, and federal police. There are hardly any murders nor crime, and you can walk the city at all hours of the night without fear. In the north part of the city, you can certainly see that this white city theory has merit. As opposed to the south, which is full of relatively poor Yucatecos living a hard-scrabble life, or the center which is full of tourist attractions and fancy homes owned by foreigners, the north is full of quite plainly rich Mexicans. Not only the homes are big though, the malls show off the city’s wealth too. One has a massive garden contained within, another is packed with haute couture stores you would expect to find in Paris or Tokyo, and still another has a skating rink2.

A haven in the midst of the chaos of the rest of the world. All because the narcos control it all, every last detail.

Medina’s grandfather was more than simply an armchair historian, or an uneducated philosopher though. He was a man that always had the back of his family. When Roberto needed work after some troubles with the law before his thirtieth birthday, it was Antonio Jose who quietly found him a place to make some cash. Unfortunately for the family, while Antonio Jose tried to keep this assistance a secret, some cousin or another let it slip that Roberto hadn’t gotten the job on skill alone. And that caused a sharp divide in Gwynn’s life.

Even though just a child at the time, by the time Gwynn was eleven, his father and grandfather had lost touch. He was forced to shuttle between the two of them like a set of divorced parents. Each would speak ill of the other and try to get little details about the other’s deeds. And thus 2This doesn’t prevent one of the famous malls, the Harbor,  from flooding though. Famously, it was built by architects from México City who didn’t realize that the whole Yucatán peninsula floats, with an endless series of waterholes (known as cenotes) linked together and leading to the sea. When this particular mall’s parking lot floods, it requires scuba divers to swim down and release the torrents.


Gwynn came to know how to tell a story without quite telling the whole truth. He refused to insult either man, and so details had to be left out. Sure he would tell his grandfather that his father was working regularly and putting food on the table, but he would neglect to say that his drinking had gotten worse and that he was arriving home at their apartment later and later each night. And with Roberto, he would report back on the stories his grandfather told, but wouldn’t say a thing about his declining health nor the growing pile of pills (legal and otherwise) that he found upon Antonio Jose’s kitchen table during each visit.

Brought into this mix for young Gwynn was his mother Nicole, a red-headed heartbreaker from Wales who knew little of neither the United States nor México. Nicole was the paragon of beauty, with long flowing hair and endlessly extending legs. And yet she never became popular like other girls who had her look. When I asked her schoolmates why this might have been, they all referred to her eyes. Apparently, her gaze held a sort of mischief in it, as if she was not to be trusted. She took little seriously, and refused to be told what to do by teachers. No one could quite put a finger on what made her appear so different. Perhaps it was simply that women of that era were expected to be bashful and polite, and if there was one thing that Nicole O’Shea was not, it was demure.

Part of what she liked to refer to as the “O’Shea Clan,” Nicole was one of nine children--herself and eight brothers who were scattered across Europe and the US. Nicole had moved to California with two of her older brothers in the late 50s and immediately set to improving herself.

Fiercely independent, she ignored the demands of her siblings to go straight to the nearby sweatshops to make some money to pay rent, and instead registered at a local high school. She was sure that she could make things better for herself and her future family. One thing Gwynn was sure of was that Nicole’s plans for her future included two certainties: she would be wealthy


by hook or by crook, and she would be the leader of a large brood like her own family.

In high school she excelled both at academics and athletics, being a state champion in swimming and finding herself on the honor roll every year. However, like so many women of her day without access to proper birth control, she made a fatal error when it came to her sexual desires. She knew she would birth lots of children, but somehow believed that she could delineate when exactly she would have them. Unfortunately, she was dead wrong about that. In the midst of her senior year in high school, not yet nineteen, she began to feel unlike herself and to have vomiting fits throughout the school day. She tried to deny it for a time, but her pregnancy was all too clear for someone who had helped her mother pop out four of her siblings.

She had gone out with a series of boys in high school, but had a decided taste for Latino boys, the latest of which had been Roberto. Their affair prior to these vomitous feelings had lasted less than six months, but once her self-diagnosis was confirmed, there was no question in either of their minds what they would do. Even though they came from starkly different places, both of them ultimately wanted to settle down and have big families, and this was simply a fast-tracked version of that plan.

It is hard to tell if there was much genuine love between the two, or if their marriage was a the product of circumstance, but Roberto and Nicole were determined to make the best of it. When their first child was born, it was an incredibly difficult birth lasting more than two days, but the baby came out robust and covered in hair. They decided to give the baby a mix of ancestral names. His given name was Gwynn, a selection of Welsh origin meaning “blessed,” and his middle name was to be that of his father, although notably they chose to drop the final “o,” turning Roberto to Robert.


Little did they know, those two hopeful nineteen year olds, that Gwynn would end up being not the first of their planned large family, but their only child. In the subsequent five years, Nicole would have at least three miscarriages and after the final one, was told to stop attempting to have children for her own health.

At first, Nicole would be careful to not hold a grudge against her boy for being the only one to survive her womb. But as the years wore on, this realization became overwhelming. It began with little comments when Gwynn was still a child. For a toddler, this apparent and constant disappointment was doubly difficult because he could do nothing to soothe his mother’s sadness. After all, it was his very existence that had created her consternation in the first place.

By all accounts, including Gwynn’s own when he told me of his childhood, outwardly he was a normal boy. He continued to seek his parents’ love and had a variety of friends with different backgrounds. But internally, things were abrewing. He was beginning to realize one of life’s great truths: sometimes it is better to project happiness than to admit sadness. It would be wrong to say that he began to “withdraw into himself” during his teenage years, but rather that his personality gradually became more compartmentalized. There was the version of himself that he showed to the world: funny, outgoing, worldly, expressive, and generally happy. And there was a second version that lived only in his head: focused solely on reading. An introverted and lonely little boy with low self-esteem.

When researching all of these types of imposters, there is an overwhelming desire to attempt to figure out exactly where these personalities came from. To go back into their childhoods is the best an examiner can do to figure out if it’s possible to determine a “why.” However, I have come to recognize that making any direct connections is spurious if not entirely impossible.


Gwynn is a case and point for this. Yes, his mother was quite passive-aggressive with him and may even have overly blamed him for not being able to have more children. But she was also generally loving, if distant, and provided Gwynn a solid and stable life that millions of others would have envied. She gave him his space, encouraged his creativity, and never seems to have expressed her sorrow in a physical way. Beyond that, if we were to list the qualities of his mother, both good and bad, Gwynn would hardly find himself alone. Whether parents are authoritative, authoritarian, or uninvolved, all kinds of adults develop from similar circumstances. Many people have distant parents, those obsessed with work, obsessed with money, or those who are no good at their job of parenting. And certainly none of those other children turned out the way Gwynn did.

So, where does that leave us? I surely wouldn’t want to dismiss his entire childhood out of hand as if it was of no import. And yet, I don’t want to overstate things. Perhaps as we discuss more of the other cases we can come to some sort of thesis together. Psychologists vary widely on their feelings of the direct effect of the parent-child relationship.

Regardless, the man we have in front of us, Gwynn R. Medina, believed that his mother’s reactions to his accomplishments meant much for his development. He never blamed her in our conversations. In fact, he claimed that her aloofness, in the end, was a positive characteristic because it allowed him to dream big without having a parent knock him down for being ‘unrealistic’ at every turn.

It also developed what he himself jokingly called his “mild multiple-personality disorder.” Not having a mother keeping on top of him meant he could try out radically different ways of acting without fear of reprisal. He made sure that all of the “Gwynns” he created were afable and likable, but each had quite unique interests. His lack of rein also meant that he could travel far


and wide in Los Angeles (and later the Bay Area). When meeting new acquaintances, he could literally be whomever he wanted. He would try on personalities like others sample burritos places. Perhaps all teenagers have some of this bent in them, but Gwynn made it his very essence.

To seem believable in each of these roles, he read endlessly, and began to learn other languages as early as the age of 15. In that same year, which incidentally was the bicentennial, Gwynn’s entire life changed with one swift shift from his father. Tired of working for a friend of his father, Roberto Medina told his wife and son in no uncertain terms that they were moving to the Bay Area where he had found a job as a manager of a small shipping facility in Oakland. Nicole was happy enough to change cities as she had no particular allegiances to the City of Angels, a place that she had decided long ago held nothing but catastrophe for her. Gwynn was momentarily perturbed with the move, but after some preliminary reading about all the unique and wacky subcultures in San Francisco, he realized that it might actually be the perfect place to take the next step in his personalities-exploration. He also recognized that a fresh start meant he could finally begin to pick and choose his most successful versions of self without fear of getting caught in a lie.

To his parents, he simply smiled and said, “whatever makes you two happy.”

All imposters are ultimately products of their time and place. When Gwynn got to Oakland in 1976, the entire world opened up to him. A perfect meshing of person with moment. Even though it would be a long time before he became famous, the seeds of all his endeavors were born in these next few years.


PART II: THE CRIMINAL IMPOSTERS

When Gwynn arrived in Oakland, the world was laid before him. He may not have exactly conceived of himself as an “imposter,” but he did know he was different. In those late-teenage years, he was quite consciously making the decision about the type of person he wanted to create, and thus to be. And in that context, he very much considered using his talents to amuse and defraud. He did substantial research on those that had come before him and how he could perhaps fulfill his destiny through the pursuit of crime.

Like any good scholar, he began at the beginning. so we shall do the same: the case of Arnaud de Tilh and Martin Guerre, one of the most bizarre episodes in human history.

Guerre, nee Daguerre, is the kind of man that normally would be lost to history. He probably wouldn’t even be included as a statistic during his time on this Earth. But instead, his life has become one of the most studied in the history of France.

Martin was born in 1524, definitively in the peasant class, and was expected to achieve very little aside to work alongside his father, marry, have a few children, and hopefully pass on pieces of the farm to his children. At the age of three, his family moved to a tiny village called Artigat in the Pyrenee mountains. It was there that, for unknown reasons, his father changed the family name to Guerre.

Just after he turned fourteen, Martin married a local and non-descript young girl named Bertrande de Rols, who came from a relatively rich family of the region. Eight years later, they had their first child, a son. Their lives were continuing along a prescribed path with a driving


certainty that many of us feel. It was almost as if, like millions of others, they had no choice but to do what was expected of them.

But then, Martin made a curious choice that would lead to his ultimate infamy.

For reasons that have never been quite explained, in 1548 he chose to steal grain from his father rather than ask for help for debts he had accrued. Short seasons, where wheat was in short supply, were common in Southwestern France, and often family members were forced to make difficult decisions about who would eat more and who would be malnourished. But, of course, most of the time, this would lead to winters of near-starvation and oft a child or two would not make it. In this case however, a short season led to Martin sneaking out in the dead of night into the stores of his father and stealing his very livelihood.

In a community as small as Artigat, Martin was immediately fingered when it was discovered that the crop was missing. He was publicly accused and, rather than stand up to the pressure of his misdeed, he fled to parts unknown. In his wake he left his wife and child alone without a breadwinner.

Eight years later, in 1556, Bertrande was still flying solo and living off the leftovers of her family in what would have certainly been a difficult life. Remarrying at that time was illegal and thus her options were extremely limited.

Into that situation of flux walked . . . Martin Guerre. Out of nowhere, he returned with a dramatic story of where he had been. He had lived on the street, taken up with the army, been in numerous battles, lost some of his memory due to injury, and was only now able to escape the evil clutches of mercenaries to return home, He spoke with Bertrande, his uncle and his four


sisters and told them the same tale. They immediately believed his story of woe and embraced him back into the family.

The only issue is that the new man was not Martin Guerre at all. He had convinced his family (and wife!) with his by-all-accounts similar looks to the real Martin, as well as his deep knowledge of Martin’s early life. However, even though he was accepted, privately in town many people had doubts.

The new man had a slightly different accent, which he attributed to his long and winding travels, and there were indeed holes in his story of his own past that he had “lost.”

The crux of the fame of the case though is that despite all these doubts from other villagers, Bertrande stood beside him through thick and thin. Over the course of the subsequent three years together, they had two more children and Martin’s wife helped him claim the inheritance of her father who had died in the interim.

A soldier who claimed to know Martin Guerre passed through town around 1558 and claimed that the real Martin had lost a leg in a war after joining the French army. He called the new Martin out and said he was a fraud, but Bertrande was steadfast.

Money, as is usually the case, blew the case wide open. Once Martin started to go after the de Rols’ money, other members of the family stood up to claim that he was a fraud and an imposter.

They went so far in 1559 to accuse the ‘new; Martin of impersonating a man, and also for arson of a building in town. Once again though, Bertrande attended the trial every day and claimed


again and again that this was indeed her husband. And so he was acquitted of all crimes and went back to living the life of another man and benefitting from his in-laws' small fortune.

Pierre Guerre, who had become the second husband of Bertrande’s mother, was the one person who refused to let things go. He did extensive sleuthing on his own and managed to find a likely identity for the man who had appeared so suddenly. He claimed the new Martin to be Arnaud de Tilh, who was from the nearby town of, well, Tilh, in the Sajas region.

Pierre initiated a new case and, in 1560, it came to trial. Bertrande was pressured by her mother and stepfather to recant her story and, although she refused to do so officially at trial, her silence on the matter doomed Arnaud and he was sentenced to death by beheading.

Arnaud would not give up though and filed countersuits that he was the true Martin and that he was only being accused of his crimes because of the inheritance. Bertrande and Pierre were arrested and the whole thing threatened to become a true he-said, he-said, she-said muddle of confusion.

But then, in a moment that could only possibly have been dreamed up by some Hollywood hack, the real Martin appeared at trial, wooden leg in tow, and put everyone’s doubts and skepticisms to rest.

Ironically, the one-legged Martin wasn’t able to answer questions about his past as well as Arnaud, but when presented directly to his wife and sisters they immediately accepted him as the true Martin they had known over a decade earlier.

Arnaud admitted that he had lied, having learned of Martin’s life when accidentally taken for him


years before. He hatched the scheme with two accomplices before travelling to Artigat. He apologized to all those involved, particularly Bertrande and the children he had with her, and then was hanged four days later directly in front of his old home.

So, there you have it, perhaps the most dramatic case of identity theft in the middle ages . . . but it leaves even more to question, which is perhaps why it has lived in the French consciousness for so long.

First off, the obvious: how could Bertrande have not known this new Martin was an imposter? Theories abound and, like so much of history, what gets written often has more to say about the authors than it does about the events themselves.

In this case, much of the issue comes down to the role of women in this time period of Europe. Bertrande, like nearly all women in the age, had few rights beyond what she gained through her husband and/or father. The inheritance her father left upon his death could not be transferred to her, and once her husband disappeared she was essentially forced to go it alone without another man. To suggest that being single for her would have been some sort of feminist ideal would be placing her in our modern context, since being an unmarried woman in 16th century France wasn’t much better than a death sentence.

In the 1980s, a series of feminist historians, chiefly among them Natalie Zemon Davis, put forth the theory that perhaps Bertrande accepted the new Martin for precisely the above reasons, to wit, that if she didn’t accept him, she would be alone forever and doomed to the servitude of her family. However, others have said that this takes it too far and that her desire for family and stability wouldn’t have caused her, even in her dire situation, to pretend that this stranger was the man that she had married.


Other historians, including Robert Findlay, point out that this deception would suggest that Bertrande and Arnaud had some sort of agreement that have placed Bertrande in great danger (including threat of imprisonment and execution for charges of adultery amongst other things) all for a man she had just met. It would also brush aside the fact that Martin’s sisters would either have been in on the scheme as well, or would have been fooled more completely than Bertrande without any of the potential windfalls.

Whatever your opinion on the matter, the concrete facts of the case are what make it so confounding even today. It calls into question the very people we have around us. What do we really know about them? If someone appeared looking very similar to a lost member of our family, would we be willing to accept their story? Especially if we were in a state of shock or trauma? And what lies or mistruths do our partners, parents, and children tell us on a daily basis?

This gets us back to the matter at hand when it comes to imposters: to what degree do we believe other people’s stories because they make our own lives better? Are we ultimately just doing everything for selfish reasons, whether or not we couch it in those terms? For instance, if let’s select a person who is generally considered to be selfless. Let’s say a doctor that gives up their practice to work with at-risk groups as a volunteer. I mean, surely none of us could find fault with this person, and I am not suggesting that we should. However, if this doctor has made this decision because of the guilt they felt for their previous work, or perhaps because they are burnt out from hospital work, to what degree can we actually say they are selfless?

Is everything then really just stories that we tell to ourselves? Whether it is about ourselves or others, where does that content come from? I am an introvert. She is the most confident person


I’ve ever met. He’s an asshole. How much evidence do we require to cement these claims in our heads? And what purpose do these headline-summaries of people ultimately serve?

It is hardly a unique thought to suggest that within one, there are many. All we have to do is think about the different ways we present ourselves in different situations. How you talk with your family, how you talk with a first date, how you talk to your boss. We tend to think of these things as social necessities--that we couldn’t possibly be consistent in all situations because so many inappropriate things would be said and done. But then, and this goes to the root of the so- called “imposter,” how can anyone know exactly who they are? It’s all an invention, right? And yet some traits are called criminal, others imposterism, while many are are considered benign.

The criminal imposter is a heinous person though, no doubt about it. They (though it is usually a ‘he,’ that is certainly not exclusive) take this ability to create multiple characters and use it directly for their personal and financial gain, usually with a dash of violence. What differentiates them from the pure financial imposter is that their crimes are normally not the result of a multi- faceted scheme, but rather are the result of circumstance and specificity. In other words, they are after far more than the pocketbooks of those they hope to dupe, but seek on some level to cause deep trauma.

De Tilh sought money first, there can be no confusion about that. He never would have tried to convince a lonely woman that he was her husband if he didn’t know something about the land and inheritance that could come his way with the coupling. But think of the profundity of this choice. He would not be lying to an investor, an acquaintance, or even a distant relative. Yes, he would be lying to a total stranger, but would be doing so in such a way that he had resolved to tell this lie for every day of his life. Not only that, but he would need to sleep next to the person for whom he had created the fantasy. Imagine the level of subversion that would take to


ensure that nothing of your real personality would “slip out” at any time. To not only create a version of your persona, but to live it twenty-four hours a day.

Maybe it is simply about pushing boundaries. Seeing what you can get away with. Gwynn definitely had that in him, but there was some invisible line that he refused to cross. Others we’ll examine did not seem to have those similar concerns.

One person who allowed that line to blur until it faded from existence was Victor Lustig, a con artist from Austria-Hungary. He was quite famous in his time, and stories of his deeds are littered throughout the newspapers of Europe in his day. However, what has filtered down through the sieve of time is one simple thing: he is known as the man who conned someone into buying the Eiffel Tower. Twice.

Like so many of the people you’ll read about in these pages, Lustig had a rather distinguished and impressive academic career before he embarked on crime. He mastered a wide range of languages, and was a whiz with numbers, two skills that can be of particular use for the workaday con man. But he was much more than that.

After a brief stint using his prodigious counting skills to become a gambler of some acclaim, he decided to turn his attention to something on a rather larger scale. During one of his famous fortnights of gambling in a single casino, he began to notice a pattern in the best marks: they were wealthy (obviously), elderly (obviously), rather tipsy (obviously), and often were on vacation (perhaps a little less obvious). Lustig came to recognize the place where he could find a gaggle of folks that represented the confluence of these characteristics: the cruise ship.

Most of Lustig’s crimes were, in fact, committed somewhere on the high seas between France


and the United States. There were a wide variety of schemes that he utilized, but they all boiled down to a few key points. Since his marks were quite literally stuck on the vessel with him, the first thing he had to do was gain their confidence. As such, he would spend freely, buy drinks when the bars weren’t free, and show off a wide variety of (usually counterfeit) diamonds and gold. He would also regale the fogeys with tales of success and fortune. And he would always start with a simple smile on his face, never giving away that he wanted anything from them. This could last days or weeks, again the advantage of having a captive audience. Then, when the iron was hot, he would approach a mark, an elderly couple from Boston or Toulouse say, and he would tell them a tale from the opposite shore. If traveling to Europe he would tell them of a show he was putting on in the greatest opera houses of Paris. And how everything was full steam ahead go, except for a dastardly actor or producer that was holding his hostage over a few measly francs. If on the way to the United States, it would be a Broadway play just needing a little additional cash to get off the ground.

Clearly neither the revue in Paris nor the show in New York City existed, but the cons were frequently so successful that the rich were practically begging to give him their money. They would even tell their friends on the cruise of the rare “chance” that they had been given. He barely had to do any work.

The only problem was that, after a few years, these wealthy folk were starting to talk. And, truth be told, there were only so many cruise line companies to work his way through before they caught on and stopped selling him first class tickets.

Unbeknownst to Victor, the authorities were circling in on him when an event so big took hold, rendering things like con men on boats absurd: World War I. Beyond diverting resources away from hunting down a man stealing millions from rich people, the war also halted the transatlantic


ships in which he had plied his trade.

For a handful of years he worked away in the United States, but found that he couldn’t grift as much money off Americans as he had hoped. After a series of bank scams put him on the radar of federal police in the US, he scampered back to France in or around 1925 without a particular plan in tow. However, one came to him rather by happenstance.

One morning, over coffee and croissant, Lustig was quietly reading his daily paper at a cafe when he stumbled upon an article about the Eiffel Tower. In it was described the then well- known problems the country was having with the structure. Simply put, folks of the day were beginning to see the thing as an eyesore. It was big, unwieldy, and frightfully expensive to maintain. The city was growing tired of finding ways to repaint it, and thus it was chipping and becoming discolored in spots. Many thought that the very decay of the tower was a sign that France, and Paris itself, were also falling into disrepair. In the same article he read, the results of a recent survey were discussed. In it, a majority of Parisians, if given the chance to either remove the tower or lose other key social services, chose to remove the very symbol of their nation. When Lustig read that, he knew he was on to something.

So, the plan was clear, right? He would go around to
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