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			Preface

			In a packed hearing room in the nation’s capital, a U.S. senator pointed an accusing finger at Kenneth Lay, the former chairman of Enron. The company’s bankruptcy, the largest in American history, he thundered, had caused Enron investors and employees to lose billions of dollars. “And you, sir, are the most accomplished confidence man since Charles Ponzi!”

			Ponzi. More than eight decades since the name first drew widespread attention, it instantly invokes the basic elements of a mammoth swindle: an ever-growing crowd of gullible citizens pouring hard-earned “investment” money into the hands of a smooth-talking individual with a promise of profits—then seeing their money and the individual disappear.

			But over the years and decades and centuries, swindlers and con men come and go. Why Ponzi as the archetype? Why does “Ponzi scheme” appear almost daily in headlines as officials of the law uncover yet another scam and its long list of victims? Indeed, why—when a bank robbery isn’t “a Dillinger caper,” a kidnapping isn’t “a Hauptman affair,” or a mobster’s murder isn’t “a Capone job”—why is Ponzi’s the only criminal’s name that denotes a particular kind of crime?

			Such questions came to mind almost as soon as I first became aware of Charles Ponzi. That occurred nearly thirty years ago when I was called to the office of the editor-in-chief of Business Week magazine, where I worked. In his hand was the draft of an article I’d written for the upcoming issue. It was about a company that had swiftly grown from quite modest beginnings into a powerhouse.

			“So fast?” he questioned. “Are you sure this isn’t a Ponzi scheme?”

			I met his gaze. “Their figures check out,” I said with some firmness. He hesitated, then waved me out the door. In the corridor, I stopped the first editor I met. “What the heck is a Ponzi scheme?” I asked.

			The reply was vague: “Some kind of swindle back in the twenties or thirties, I think.” I was puzzled. This was the mid-1970s. Why did the editor bring up something that had happened some fifty years earlier? I put it out of my mind, until over the ensuing weeks the name “Ponzi” seemed to jump from the pages of newspapers and magazines with astounding regularity. Here, a man had run a Ponzi scheme that lured thousands of investors into a plan to unload surplus “industrial wine” as salable vinegar; there, and there, and there, hordes had lost money when they invested in projects supposedly based on oil leases, real estate, gold bullion, and other commodities. Instead, they eventually learned they had been contributing to just one more “Ponzi pyramid”—so-called because the money needed to pay profits to one investor must come from the next two investors, and the money to pay those two must come from the next four, and so on.*

			Intrigued by what this Charles Ponzi must have done to make his name legendary, I headed for the library. I found no books about the man, only an occasional magazine article and a paragraph or chapter in collections on celebrated criminals. I pored over volumes of yellowed newspapers and microfilm files. The essential story was this: In the first six months of 1920, the pint-sized Italian immigrant had taken millions of dollars from thousands of people in New England before being declared bankrupt. But the details? I sorted through the many contradictions and exaggerations in the articles and reports, written loosely in the journalistic style of the day. Had Ponzi come to America as the educated scion of a wealthy Italian family, or was he a rogue who’d been forced to leave Italy with the police hot on his heels? At the height of his scheme, did investors really flood into his small office in such numbers that their money got stuffed into wastebaskets and desk drawers?

			The more I read, the more I was amazed at the sheer ability and audacity of the man. Diminutive and dapper, he had evidently picked up the English language on the fly. Yet he had a vocabulary and manner that enabled him to captivate both the common folk of Boston’s immigrant neighborhoods and its well-schooled Back Bay socialites. His scheme was simple enough on the surface to appeal to the unsophisticated, and yet intricate enough to intrigue those with financial expertise. And he operated so openly and efficiently that in a scant six months, he soared from anonymity to the status of a millionaire deserving of public acclaim. All this, too, in an era before such things as TV exposure or spam-saturated Internet existed to spread the word. Like Arthur Miller’s salesman Willy Loman, who went to work each day “with a smile and a shoeshine,” Charles Ponzi had the smile and the shine, but he had something more—a promise of riches. Over 180 days his promise sped via word-of-mouth, with each investor telling others about a “sure bet” to turn $10 into $15, $100 into $150, or $10,000 into $15,000!

			And then suddenly he had $10 million and, in his wake, thousands of stunned citizens who had been victimized—some wealthy still, but most people of modest means or even on the fringes of poverty. Such was the reward for many who had looked to the “wizard of finance” as a benevolent friend. How and why the story began, continued, and ended—the whole amazing tale—simply shouted to be told.

			But where to uncover the facts, the details? I studied a photocopy of the single typed manuscript of Ponzi’s own version of his life, The Rise of Mr. Ponzi, that I found tucked away in the Library of Congress. Almost unbelievably well written by a self-taught immigrant who claimed, after fifteen years in the U.S., to have become a “patriotic cuss” who was “one hundred per cent American,” the book is rich with names, places, and figures. The vibrant autobiography bursts with anecdotes and humorous comments on the gullibility of his fellow man. But everything is as Ponzi recalled it in 1937, when he dwelled in exile in Rome. Consequently, I found wide disparities between his version of events and those covered in the newspapers at the time they occurred.

			Who could provide the truth? At age sixty-six, Ponzi had gone to his reward—or punishment—in 1949, three decades after his “big con.” Now, another twenty-five years had passed. Was it possible, I wondered, that there could be any of his associates, victims, lawyers, reporters, or anybody alive who could talk about what had happened during those frenzied days a half-century earlier?

			There was one possibility, I thought. Ponzi had hired an eighteen-year-old fresh-faced graduate of a local secretarial school for his office in 1920. Newspapers carried her name when she was called as a witness in his trial. At the time she was Lucy Meli, but when I tracked her down—in 1974—she was a spry septuagenarian with the married name of Christoforo. “Money stuffed in wastebaskets?” she snapped during our interview. “They made all that up in the papers. Every dollar that came in was counted and taken to the bank each afternoon. It was my job to make sure.”

			But the secretary had worked for Ponzi only during the brief time he operated his scheme. I hoped to find a much more desirable source of information. That would be the one person who had been at Ponzi’s side for a year before he opened his doors, who was there during those frantic six months, and there during the ensuing fourteen years of trials and prison sentences, of jail terms and flights to avoid them, of fruitless appeals and legal proceedings before his deportation in 1934. That person was the comely young lady from a hardworking Boston family who had become his wife, Rose Ponzi. While helping her father at his small, failing vegetable supply business, the nineteen-year-old girl had been captivated by a charmer twice her age who spun tales of his adventures in his native Italy and of his travels through Canada and the U.S. The Boston papers had given her pretty face and well-turned figure plenty of space as they followed Ponzi over the years, and had reported that she filed for divorce in 1934 after her husband was returned to Italy.

			After that, for some forty years Rose Ponzi seemingly had vanished. A 1974 article that recapped Ponzi’s adventures in the prestigious American Heritage magazine noted that his ex-wife never remarried.

			Was Rose alive, I wondered, now, in her seventies? If so, how to find her? And after all these years of silence, would she discuss that hectic period when she and her husband rocketed from near-pennilessness to riches—and back again? Would she still be calling herself Mrs. Ponzi? Or had she reverted to her maiden name, Gnecco? Had she changed her name to something else entirely to avoid notoriety? Had she moved far from the scene of her husband’s crime?

			I combed phone books and directories in Boston and its environs, and began to contact every Gnecco I could find as well as persons with names that matched those of some of Ponzi’s first clerks and investors—Porcella, Giberti, Ciullo, Dondero, and more. Patiently, and repeatedly, I explained my quest and tried to refresh dim memories of events that had taken place decades earlier. Results were negligible, frustrating. But then, paydirt: “I think you’re talking about my aunt Rose,” said a youthful voice. “She lives in Florida, a place called Palm Island.”

			My eyes widened. Palm Island? Al Capone retired there after a life of crime, living out his years on a huge estate on Biscayne Bay near Miami. If the former Rose Ponzi resided there, perhaps there was truth in those legendary stories that her husband had secretly hidden a fortune from the investigators. But, wait, the American Heritage article was mistaken: Rose had remarried—as a Catholic, she had waited long years until after Ponzi’s death—and her name was now Mrs. Joseph Ebner.

			I reached her by phone and letter, only to learn that she had no interest in recalling those years of turmoil; that she had long ago put that turbulent period behind. And did she and her husband enjoy a life of leisure on a lavish estate? Not at all. Palm Island address or not, Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Ebner lived in a small apartment above a garage. Still working at seventy, Rose helped her husband run a concession stand at the Flagler dog-racing track not far away. On the phone, she replied, “Rich?” with what seemed great weariness. “When the police took him away and closed all the bank accounts, I was left with nothing more than his sixty-eight-year-old mother to take care of.”

			Her tone was courteous, still I sensed trouble in her refusal to even speak Ponzi’s name. She was an eyewitness to history, but an unwilling one. At times pleading fatigue or forgetfulness, or both, she put off my repeated requests for a tape-recorded interview. Over several weeks I wrote and phoned to try to change her mind. Then in desperation, after she mentioned on the phone that she and her husband were planning to visit a sick friend in Boston, I determined to make a final appeal in person. I piled my two daughters, ages three and five, into our Volkswagen bus. I found the name on the address plate of a modest apartment building. With a tape recorder in one hand and the girls at my side, I pressed the bell button. A man opened the door and, after a moment of explanation, answered my query. “Yes, my wife’s here.”

			The small, frail woman who came, puzzled, from an inner room no longer had the thick raven-black curls I had seen in many photos of the young Rose Ponzi. Still, the full lips and deep brown eyes gave her identity away at once. Talking rapidly, I apologized for my unannounced visit. Then I practically begged her to give an interview to this young reporter with a growing family and a sincere interest in setting the record straight, in helping other potential victims avoid losing money to unscrupulous con artists.

			“But you don’t know what it was like,” she protested. “There were so many people who had lost so much. And they thought he’d hidden money in the basement, in the house or somewhere, and they shouted outside. They cursed me when we’d go to court. I had nothing to give them, no way to help them. It was so frightening. Now that’s all over. Everyone’s forgotten, it’s so long ago.”

			She sighed deeply. “I’m sorry you came all this way,” she said. I stood in silence, out of words. Then she noticed the children standing shyly behind me. “They’re your girls?” she asked. I said, yes, their two brothers were home, in school. “They’re all being raised Catholic,” I ventured hastily, hopefully.

			The tiny figure before me allowed a faint smile to touch her lips. “I—he—we never had children,” she said in a voice so low it barely reached my ears. One of my girls tugged at my hand. Rose Ebner hesitated. “They want to go,” she murmured. “They’re tired.” With a slight shake of her head from side to side, she let out a deep breath. There was no sound in the hallway for a moment. And then she said, “Well, I don’t really know how much I can remember, it was a long time ago.” She held the door wider. “But why don’t you all come in and sit down.”

			There were ground rules. Her married name and place of residence could not be revealed while she and her husband were alive, and she would not consent to be interviewed by anyone else. After much discussion, she agreed to a token fee for her signature on a document allowing her portrayal as Rose Ponzi in a film or TV program if one were ever made about her former husband. But she wanted none of the corollary factors that regularly are part of such agreements—no advisory role, no say on which actress might play the role, no script approval, or such. She wanted only to forget. “It was another life,” she said, “and a happy one only for a very short time.”

			—Don Dunn
July, 2003
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		Almost as soon as August, 1919, gave way to September, a brisk and swirling wind hurried into Boston. It tore the leaves, which had only just begun to turn color, from the maple and sycamore trees in the quiet suburbs. Then it raced through the narrow streets of the business district with force enough to lift the heavy ankle-length skirts of secretaries and shopgirls an inch or two, exposing a glimpse of black stocking to the appraising gaze of nearby males, and all too frequently compounding the mischief by wrapping the unshrouded limb in a sheet of dirty, discarded newspaper blown from the gutter.

		If there was one thing that the wind had declared war on, however, it was that popular element of male attire, the straw skimmer. All over town, from North Reading to Randolph, from Cohasset to Lincoln, closet doors were opened and the beloved—but lightweight—hats were tucked carefully away on upper shelves to hibernate until the following May.

		The instantaneous and mass disappearance of the skimmer made the one worn by Charles Ponzi that windy September day all the more noticeable. It sat atop his head like a crown, and he wore it with an assurance that no wind would dare disturb it. As he strode purposefully along the street, Ponzi even tilted the disc of straw back to a more rakish angle, revealing a flash of sandy hair above his high, lightly furrowed forehead, and adding that much more height to his stature. Today, he wanted every fraction he could obtain. Only five-foot-four, he knew well that he lacked an imposing physical appearance—a helpful quality to possess when a man is out to get money.

		Charles Ponzi was out to get money. A lot of it. And in the sixteen years that he had been trying to get rich in America, he had learned that any number of things could compensate for limited stature and physical strength. A confident tone of voice, for example; a tone that indicated its owner knew precisely what he was doing at all times. A dapper appearance, too; an appearance that said—from the well-shined shoes, the pristine celluloid collar above the tightly knotted tie with its small diamond stickpin perfectly centered, the casual breast-pocket handkerchief, and the rakish straw hat—that here is a man who, if he is not already successful, will latch onto success at any moment. And then, of course, there was the smile. Always, the smile; for a smiling man is obviously not worried—and who would give money to a worried man?

		Ponzi was smiling as he stepped through the doorway of the small Italian restaurant at the corner. Although it was midafternoon, a few candles in wine bottles covered with drippings had already been lit in a vain attempt to dispel the chill of the overcast day. It took a minute for him to focus his eyes in the flickering gloom. Then he saw his uncle, not in his accustomed place behind the massive mahogany bar, but slumped over a thick stack of invoices at one of the tables.

		“Uncle John,” Ponzi called affectionately.

		The older, heavier man looked up, blinking his eyes at the silhouette against the frosted glass door. “Carlo? Is that you?”

		“Of course it’s me,” said Ponzi, moving toward him, arm outstretched and the smile as wide as it could be. “I took the trolley halfway here to see you—and let the wind blow me the rest of the way.”

		His uncle was pumping his hand now. “Well, you lookin’ fine,” he said. “You ain’t been here in a long time. Six months, no? How’s Rose? How’s she feel? No baby yet?”

		Ponzi laughed. He pulled a chair from a table and sat easily, sliding a Murad from its pack and lighting it in the flame of a candle. He drew deeply on the cigarette, then let the smoke glide from his lungs.

		“Your niece is fine, just fine. And the babies will come. Give us time. We’ve been married just over a year.”

		“Sure, sure, Carlo, I know. But my wife—she want things fast, like back home. Everybody want the big family.”

		Ponzi watched his uncle move to the bar and fill two glasses with a deeply red wine. “You have a big family already,” he laughed. “There are more Gneccos in Somerville and the rest of Boston than mosquitoes in New Jersey!” He waited for the older man to grin before he added casually: “Besides, I don’t want to start raising kids until we’re all set financially.”

		His uncle set one of the glasses before him. “You no working, Carlo?”

		Ponzi threw his head back. “I’m working,” he said, “on something that is going to make me rich—and make your niece rich—in a very short time.”

		The older man’s voice was suspicious. “Carlo, I been in the liquor business, the restaurant business twenty-five years now. I know nothin’ else. My English, you know it, it ain’t good. But you been sayin’ since you marry Rose that soon you be rich. First, you a clerk at that company with exports and you say you be rich—”

		Ponzi held up his hand. “The only thing J. R. Poole gives its employees is promises. I could have been there fifty years and I never would have gotten my hands on anything besides my salary! Old man Poole sees to that, all right.” He gulped the wine, emptying half the glass. “Nobody’s going to get a piece of his sardine factory in Maine or his meat plant in Kansas City. I didn’t leave my mother in Parma, I didn’t come here and knock all over the country, picking up English along with nickels and dimes to eat on, so Poole could have me translate his letters about million-dollar deals into Italian.” He paused to look around the restaurant.

		“Look, Uncle John, you’ve got this place of your own. You know you don’t get rich working for other people.”

		The older man sighed. “Sure, sure,” he said softly. “I got my own place. I make the good money. Then ’long come the goddamn prohibition! Carlo, how I make the money when I don’t sell the liquor no more? You tell me that, hah?”

		Ponzi shook his head. All over the country, restaurant owners and liquor distributors were pondering the same question. His uncle, like others, had talked many times of wholesaling foodstuffs to other restaurants. But the profit margins on food were a fraction of the ones on liquor. And the business was highly competitive, with massive problems of spoilage, agricultural shortages, and slow distribution. Ponzi was well acquainted with the difficulties in selling food. His first job after marrying twenty-year-old Rose Gnecco had been to assist her father and brothers in their business of supplying fruits and vegetables to the pushcart vendors and stands that dotted Boston. Within a year, the Gnecco Brothers operation was bankrupt.

		Ponzi’s uncle remembered, too, suddenly. “You had the chance to run a business, Carlo, with the fruits and vegetables. You would make the big money, you said.”

		“What about the time I got the three carloads of matches at half-price?” Ponzi snapped. He smiled over his glass and drained it. “I ordered them, knowing our company didn’t have the money to pay for them when they’d arrive. But then I sold them before we took delivery—and got cash in advance. We made eight hundred dollars! That’s the way to do business!”

		“But suppose you ain’t found a buyer so soon? How you pay for ’em when they come?”

		Ponzi shook his head, laughing. “You never think that way, Uncle John. You just know you’re going to find a buyer—and you do. When Rose’s father put the company into bankruptcy, I told the judge that if he’d let me have the six thousand dollars we still had left, I could double it in a year. Then I could pay off the eleven thousand we owed. I could have done it!”

		He went to the bar and stretched for the wine, returning to fill the two glasses precisely to the brim. Then he sat across the table from his uncle and looked straight into his eyes.

		“The judge wouldn’t let me have the money,” he said softly. “He decided it made more sense to pay our creditors fifty cents on the dollar. The judge was stupid, Uncle John. I could have doubled that money. I could have doubled it then, and if I had it today, I could double it now.”

		“Carlo,” said the older man thoughtfully, “you got a new business idea, no?”

		The straw skimmer tilted back once more as Charles Ponzi nodded his head slowly, forcefully. He did not want to be rushed. He wanted another glass of wine—or two—to go down his uncle’s gullet and befuddle his brain before the latest Ponzi plan was laid out before him. He stalled for time.

		“Years ago, when I first came to this country, Uncle John, I swore that I would be as wealthy as the Carnegies! The Mellons! The Rockefellers! I nearly made my fortune—several times—but it always slipped away. This time it won’t.”

		“Carlo, my boy, my niece’s husband, my nephew,” his uncle sighed, “how many times now you make this speech to me?”

		“Why, not more than once a week, Uncle John,” he answered brightly, hoping for a laugh in response—and getting one. “But—”

		“But this time she is different? Yes? And how many times I hear that?”

		Now Ponzi laughed. “Enough, obviously, so that you can tell me what I’m going to say before I say it.” He made his tone sincere. “But, Uncle, this is serious. I’m in business, an important business that’s all my own. There are no brothers to share the profits with, no bosses to keep the beef and give me the watery gravy. Look, let me show you—”

		He reached into his inside pocket for a sheet of stationery. With the deft, practiced movements of a stage conjurer, he unfolded it and slid it onto the table. His grin reappeared as the portly restaurant owner leaned forward to look.

		“Here,” said Ponzi, spinning the sheet of expensive, watermarked paper around. “This says The Trader’s Guide. And, underneath—you like the way the lettering curves?—this says, Published by the Bostonian Advertising & Publishing Company. Then the address, 27 School Street, Boston. Rose told you I had an office? I took space on the second floor of the Niles Building.”

		“Hmm-mm,” grunted the older man. “By the Parker House, no?”

		“And I can look right into the windows at city hall. The Five-Cent Savings Bank is right next door. That should prove this is a real business venture, don’t you think, Uncle?”

		“Isn’t it?” The voice was wary.

		“Wait until you hear the details, that’s all. Then you make up your mind.”

		His uncle nodded, leaning forward.

		“When I rented the office, I planned to do the same kind of thing I was doing at Poole’s,” Ponzi began. “You know, find buyers in this country for foreign concerns with goods to sell. Or work the other way around. But how could I make the contacts? Mail a circular to thousands of companies here and overseas—but every one would cost me at least five cents, with printing and postage. Too much. Understand?”

		He did not wait for his uncle’s slow nod. “Then I thought of putting an advertisement about my company in one of the journals read by merchants all over the world. And this is where I hit on something! The leading journal wants five hundred dollars for a one-page notice, and it only goes to fifty thousand readers!”

		“Carlo, I no understand. You go too fast.”

		“Not at all, not at all,” Ponzi said, bringing a pencil from his pocket. “Every month this magazine is mailed to fifty thousand people—the same people every month—who pay to get it. And the publisher charges advertisers five hundred dollars a page! But I thought it should be possible to create a journal that would go to more people—say, two hundred thousand all over the world. And a journal that would not charge advertisers so much money. Why, they’d come flocking to me!

		“So, Uncle, I have created The Trader’s Guide.” He touched the letterhead proudly and began speaking even more quickly. “Now my plan is to get the names of two hundred thousand businessmen overseas from the Bureau of Commerce and the Consular Service. They’ll give me all the names I want, free. And I’ll mail half of them a loose-leaf binder, free of charge. I’ve already picked it out—an inexpensive cover with screw posts. Once the readers have the binders, every six months I’ll mail them inserts that contain reading matter and advertisements. See, everybody won’t get the same magazine. For one thing, it will be printed in different languages—I think English, French, Italian, German, Spanish, and Portuguese will be enough. And, another thing, businessmen in Iceland wouldn’t be interested in electric fans any more than a Mexican would be interested in fur coats. Each will get what he wants, free.”

		Ponzi’s uncle stared at the figures scribbled on the letterhead. $500. $50,000. $200,000. He glanced up. “You give everything free? You give free?”

		“Everything but the advertising,” Ponzi said jubilantly, rushing on. “Don’t you see? When journals go out each month to readers, the old issues get thrown away. If a company pays five hundred dollars for an ad every month, it costs them six thousand dollars a year. But my Trader’s Guide is a permanent reference book, and each reader gets new pages of interest to him every now and then. So he keeps it. For five hundred dollars, my advertisers get more than twice as many readers, and they get permanent display!”

		The restaurant was silent now, except for the buzzing of a half-dozen weary flies. Ponzi stared into his uncle’s eyes, waiting.

		“But, Carlo, you know nothin’ ’bout this kind of business. How you sell—”

		“Easily! For every page of reading matter, I’ll sell three pages of advertising. If other journals can do it—and they are doing it—there is no reason why I can’t. Don’t you see, I have more to offer, for the same money. For less money, in fact. My selling arguments cannot be beaten, Uncle John. They can’t even be matched.”

		“How much you think you make with this?”

		Ponzi’s pencil flew across the paper. “One issue will cost about thirty-five cents. That’s with fifty pages of reading matter and a hundred and fifty pages of advertising. The ads will bring in seventy-five thousand dollars, and a hundred thousand copies will cost only thirty-five thousand dollars to print and mail. Figure office expenses and such, and the first issue will have a net margin of fifteen thousand dollars profit in six months. Toss in another five thousand dollars worth of ads I can sell on the cover. And after the initial expenses are taken care of, the net should get better every six months.” He drew a breath. “Well?”

		His uncle’s finger tapped the penciled figures. “On the paper, Carlo, it sound fine. But up here”—he tapped his damp forehead—“it no sound right.” He waved his hand to cut off Ponzi’s protest. “For Rose, I like to help you. But now I save every damn penny. In January, when the prohibition really start, I need it.”

		“If I gave you half interest in the Guide for five thousand dollars—”

		A roar of laughter rumbled suddenly from the older man’s stomach. “I know the liquor business, the restaurant. That’s all. What you give me for five thousand dollars? You put my name there on the paper? I no need that, Carlo. I got trouble already.”

		Ponzi reached out, carefully lifted the letterhead, folded it, and returned it to his pocket. With a flourish, he snapped his shirt cuffs an inch below his jacket sleeves. His voice was jocular, steady, brimful of confidence.

		“I’ll tell Rose you’re in good health, Uncle John.”

		“Fine,” his uncle said, but Ponzi had already turned his back and was moving easily toward the door. The heavy-set, balding Italian watched him go, trying to remember what his nephew had said earlier. Something about almost making a fortune since coming to America, but having it slip away. Was it true? The young man—how old was he now? thirty-five—certainly talked as if he stood always on the edge of something big, something important. But when Rose had first brought him home to meet her relatives, several weeks after her music teacher introduced them at a Pops concert, he had been so vague and yet at the same time so boastful about his past accomplishments that everyone had found it hard to determine precisely how and where Charles Ponzi had spent the years between 1903 and 1917.
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		Leaning into the wind, hurrying to the trolley line, Ponzi told himself over and over that the idea for The Trader’s Guide was a good one. It would never make big money, but it could produce a comfortable return. Furthermore, it was one of the less criminal plans that his fertile brain had devised since that drizzling Sunday morning, November 15, 1903, when he stepped from the gangplank of the S.S. Vancouver with hundreds of other Italian immigrants to look for gold in the streets of America.

		With his countrymen, he had been disappointed to find the thoroughfares near Boston Harbor paved only with cobblestones. Ponzi was particularly impoverished at the time. Although his beloved mother and an uncle had given him nearly a hundred dollars in American money and a railroad ticket from Boston to Pittsburgh when they saw him off at the dock in Naples, the money was quickly confiscated aboardship by a swarthy Sicilian gambler. Ponzi felt no anger at the man who cheated him—only admiration for his skill. Flattered, the gambler had suggested that he might teach the twenty-one-year-old youth some tricks of the trade.

		Ponzi shook his head. “I’m after more in America than you can make playing cards,” he said. “Public school, boarding school, three years at the University of Rome! With my education, I won’t have to depend on gambling for my fortune!”

		The Sicilian raised an eyebrow and the others at the card table laughed. “The university?” he sneered. “And you speak no English?”

		Ponzi shrugged. “Can I help it,” he said casually, “if my family was so wealthy I spent all my time at the cafés and theaters when I should have been studying?”

		Now the players laughed in unison. “Friend,” said the Sicilian, “if you can learn to lie like that in English, you should do all right in America.”

		Hungry, exhausted from a jolting, eighteen-hour train ride, young Charles Ponzi had already begun to build an extensive English vocabulary by the time he reached the home of a distant cousin in Pittsburgh. Dockhands and railroad clerks taught him a few words almost immediately—greenhorn, wop, dago—but an inquisitive schoolgirl who shared his coach seat on the train had been more helpful. When Ponzi got off at the grimy railroad station, he greeted his relative in carefully pronounced English.

		“Glad—to meet—you, cousin Giuseppe.”

		The older man looked at him. The boy was slender, probably not more than 110 pounds, and short. But his brown eyes were warm and the smile on his lips was friendly. The word from Parma, Ponzi’s home in northern Italy, was that relatives weary of paying his fines for gambling, petty theft, and forgery had put up the money to get the young man out of the country. Joe DiCarlo had not wanted him, but as a second cousin of a third cousin, he had little choice other than act as a one-man welcoming committee. Besides, he had been told that Ponzi was good with figures. If so, he had work for him.

		On the way to the weatherbeaten frame house where he lived with his wife, DiCarlo explained his business. “I ship stuff on the railroad for the food companies, takin’ it off at this end and splittin’ it up among the stores or movin’ it on east. It’s paperwork mostly. ’Cept now and then I do a little sellin’ of my own.” His merchandise, he added as Ponzi cocked an eyebrow, consisted of miscellaneous goods—“a crate o’ tomatoes here, a barrel o’ flour there”—that frequently and inexplicably got lost in transit. “There are ways to cover it up, if you got the right papers. The letter I got says you had enough schoolin’ to be good with numbers. You’ll be helpin’ me.”

		Working for his cousin, Ponzi mastered both the English language and the mechanics of falsifying shipping orders in less than a year. And with his growing skills came growing profits—profits that seemed only to vanish in his employer’s pockets. When he announced in late fall that he was leaving for New York, DiCarlo nodded understandingly. But he held up a cautioning hand.

		“I gotta warn you, Charlie, you speak the language like a professor—but some of the tricks you can get away with in this ol’ Smokey City won’t work in New York. I tried ’em. They got different kinds o’ suckers there.”

		“I’ll learn about them, Joe,” Ponzi replied. “The filthy air here makes me sick, and the financial rewards are not quite what I promised my mother I’d find. I’ll write and let her know I’m heading east.”

		His cousin’s wife looked at him admiringly. “Your mama’s such a nice lady. And you’re a good boy, writin’ her so much. But she’ll worry ’bout you gettin’ a job—”

		Ponzi shrugged. “I’ll find something,” he said. “Something for which I’ll be underpaid for my needs, no doubt, and overpaid for what I’ll deserve at first. But there must be plenty of opportunities in New York.”

		DiCarlo laughed loudly. “There’s plenty of money there, that’s for sure. An’ a smart man can get his hands on it. There was a fellow a couple years ago—’bout three years ’fore you came over, I guess—named Miller. He told people he could pay ’em ten percent interest a week, every week, and the fools gave him ’round a million dollars, no questions asked.”

		Ponzi’s smile widened into a grin. “I’ll have to read up on him.”

		During the next three years, however, he was too busy trying to keep himself alive to remember Mr. Miller. In New York; Paterson, New Jersey; New Haven, Connecticut; and a half-dozen other cities, he grabbed whatever job presented itself. He sold groceries and insurance. He worked in a factory. He repaired sewing machines. He pressed suits in a tailor shop. He waited on tables in cafés and hotels. His vocabulary grew, but his bankroll did not. Occasionally, hoping to enlarge his weekly wages of eight dollars or ten dollars in a sudden splurge of luck, he turned to dice or cards—only to find himself cheated again and again. At first he accepted his losses philosophically; he lacked the size and strength to do anything else.

		But then, angry, he resolved to practice his own card deceptions until his skill surpassed that of his opponents. He gave up that idea in Providence, Rhode Island, one hot July afternoon in 1907. Cleaned out the night before in a game of poker with a deft-fingered Neapolitan, Ponzi had spent most of the morning trying to imitate the sharp’s near-invisible method of dealing from the bottom of the deck. But his own hands were too small to grip the cards properly, his fingers were slick with sweat, and the cards were damp and greasy. Suddenly he threw the pack against the wall in exasperation.

		Hoping for a stir of fresh air, he leaned far out of the second-floor window that stood wide open in invitation to a breeze that never called. An ice wagon groaned slowly by on the street below, and the ancient horse pulling it left a trail of manure clumps on the dusty pavement. Ponzi grimaced and turned to look around his dingy, rented cubicle. Almost retching, he knew that he had to get out of the hot New England town. Quickly. Now.

		Beneath a small mound of underwear in the top drawer of the decaying dresser alongside his narrow bed, he had hidden a few dollar bills. He unfolded the tight packet and counted them. There was just enough for a ticket to Montreal. It would be cool there and, in a café, a few evenings earlier, a dishwasher had told him about a fellow countryman who was doing well in Canada.

		“Louis Zarossi’s opened a bank, Ponzi. Imagine that! You talk all the time ’bout makin’ the big investment. Why you not go work for Banco Zarossi, where all the money is?”

		The following morning he arrived in Montreal.

		         

		Two blocks from the city’s railroad station, up St. James Street, the sign of Banco Zarossi hung well-braced against the wind over a pair of glass-paneled doors. From across the street, Ponzi studied the building. He could make out the painted-over letters that once had identified it as Zarossi Cigar Mfg. Co., and he smiled. Then, smoothing the ends of the straggly mustache he had grown in order to appear older than his twenty-five years, he glanced down at his suit. It was clean and well pressed—he had taken care to sit carefully throughout the eight-hour train ride so his trousers would not get wrinkled. He stamped the dust from his shoes, took a deep breath, and crossed the street.

		“I’d like to see Mr. Zarossi,” he told the secretary. “Tell him that Charles Ponzi has business with him.”

		The command in his voice impressed the young woman. She rose from her desk and disappeared into the office behind her. In a moment she was back. “Mr. Zarossi will see you—” she began, but Ponzi was already gliding by.

		The bank president put a thick cigar into an ashtray on his mahogany desk and thrust out a huge hand. “Mr. Ponzi,” he boomed. “Welcome!”

		Ponzi shook the hand, smiling, and sized up Zarossi and his office. The man looked like a fat fool, the office like that of a man with money but without taste.

		“Well, well,” Zarossi said, “and what can we do for you?”

		“I’ve been hearing about you—in several cities I’ve visited recently.”

		Zarossi was flattered. He extended a box of cigars. “We’ve been growing by leaps and bounds,” he said modestly.

		“Yes,” Ponzi replied, taking a cigar. “That’s why I’m here.”

		“To open an account,” said the smiling banker.

		“No,” Ponzi said. “I’d like to work for you.” He was grinning.

		“Work for me? Work—?” Suddenly Zarossi was laughing. “You want a job?”

		“Want one, and need one,” Ponzi said, returning the laughter. “What I own is on my back, and I rode all night from Providence to get here.”

		Zarossi’s laughter was a roar now. “But my secretary, she said it was business. She thought you were—somebody! A depositor!”

		Ponzi blew a cloud of smoke from the fine cigar. “I have the ability to give a good account of myself. An excellent account. I think I could be of use to you, Zarossi.”

		The banker settled back into his leather-padded chair. His eyes looked Ponzi up and down. “You speak and write both Italian and English?”

		“I know your needs. I said I’ve heard of you.”

		Zarossi’s eyes stared into his. “I require someone right now who inspires confidence among the people of the community. Various businessmen have asked me to invest the bank’s funds, and our deposits are—” He caught himself. “We can talk of that later. You’re hired, you’re hired. Anyone who can come in here and get me to—”

		He laughed again as he scribbled on a scrap of notepaper. “Here, Mr. Charles Ponzi, give this to that girl out there and she’ll pass you on to the chief teller. Let’s say twenty dollars a week to start?”

		Ponzi allowed himself another laugh, also. “Fine,” he said, “and I hope to hear more about your investments. They sound interesting.”

		Zarossi’s eyes were clouded now, worried. “We’ll see,” he said.

		It took Ponzi only a short time to learn what was on the bank president’s mind. As an assistant teller, cheerfully taking in the hard-earned savings of the predominantly Italian residents of the neighborhood, he had ready access to the records of Banco Zarossi. They showed that Zarossi, unaccustomed to sudden wealth, had placed much of the bank’s assets into highly speculative real estate ventures. Now cash reserves were depleted to the point that any loss of confidence on the part of investors, any large demand for money by a creditor—and the entire operation could go under.

		There was an opportunity here, Ponzi knew. He just had to figure out how to take advantage of it.

		He was pondering the problem a few weeks later when his thoughts were interrupted one afternoon by a giggle behind him. He turned to see Angelina Zarossi, barely turned seventeen, the eldest of his employer’s three children, plump and long-legged.

		“Charles,” she said, “don’t you ever think of anything but profits and interest rates?”

		He smiled up from the column of figures that he had been adding and looked into the girl’s mischievous brown eyes. Slowly, he touched the tip of his mustache and ran a hand over his thick hair to slick it handsomely back from his forehead. His voice was soft.

		“Yes,” he said, “I occasionally think about flirtatious young women, Miss Zarossi.”

		“Oh,” the girl squealed, “I must tell my father what you called me!”

		Ponzi watched her flounce giggling through the inner office door. Let her tell her father I’m interested in her, he thought. There’s no quicker way to move up here. He saw Zarossi’s door open and pretended to concentrate on his figures, waiting for the booming voice.

		“Ponzi! Ponzi, my boy, you’ve worked long enough this day. Angelina has taken pity on you. Would you be our guest tonight at dinner? My wife makes such a sauce for the macaroni!”

		Dinner with Zarossi! Dinner with the president of a bank—a small bank, to be sure, but still a bank! Macaroni drenched in sauce! And only a few months before, he had kept himself from starving by accepting bits of broken macaroni offered by a New Haven factory!

		The memory of the hearty meal at Zarossi’s home and the coy glances of Angelina remained with him the next afternoon while he sipped a glass of wine in a crowded café. All at once a sharp voice rang through the noise and confusion. He thought he recognized it immediately, and when he turned to see a short, ferret-faced man pushing through the crowd, he knew he was right.

		“Carlo! Carlo, old friend!” The man was facing him now, extending a greasy hand. “Carlo Ponsi! It’s been five years at least.”

		Ponzi pulled his own hand away quickly after a brief squeeze. “The name is Charles Ponzi now,” he said, emphasizing the anglicized syllables.

		“Gone American, huh? I’m sticking with Angelo Salvati, like always. Unless the law is after me.”

		Laughing, Ponzi was tempted to say, “Like always,” but caught himself. “Same old Salvati, I see.” He ordered a bottle of wine for the two of them while he studied his old schoolmate from Rome. Five years had not changed the watery eyes, the long nose with its pointed tip, and the white scar from an old knife fight that ran an inch along Salvati’s right cheek.

		At the same time, Salvati was eyeing Ponzi’s heavy suit, gauging the silk of the tie, searching for a sign of soil on the high celluloid collar. “You’re doing all right for yourself, Charlie,” he said flatly.

		Ponzi shrugged. Of course. Banco Zarossi was one of the fastest growing financial institutions in all of Canada, he explained, with new branches in Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia. He himself stood in line to marry the president’s daughter and take over the whole thing someday.

		Salvati glanced sideways at him. “Someday can be a long time off.”

		Instantly Ponzi felt a plan spring full-blown into his mind. There was no need to wait for an eventual “someday.” With Salvati’s help, he knew how to gain control of Banco Zarossi almost at once. He leaned across the table, lowering his voice.

		“Zarossi’s in trouble, Angelo. He confided to me last night, but I knew it anyway. A bunch of dimeless promoters and sponges have been buzzing around him, the kind who can smell a sucker faster than a buzzard can sight a corpse.”

		Salvati grinned. “He’s put money in some bad deals?”

		“Very bad deals. And a lot of money—a lot from the depositors’ accounts. He asked me—imagine!—to speak to my family in Italy to help him raise some cash.”

		A snort of laughter. “How much?”

		“He needs about fifty thousand dollars—and promised a partnership in the bank.”

		Salvati choked on his mouthful of wine. “You’re giving it to him, I guess?” he sputtered. “All fifty thousand!”

		“I couldn’t give him fifty cents, old friend. But if you want to work with me, I know how we can get more than a partnership. We can get the whole damn bank.”

		         

		Louis Zarossi tapped his fingers nervously on the top of his desk a few days later and surveyed the man Ponzi had brought into his office. An old schoolmate, Charles had said. With wealthy connections in Italy. A man who might be able to help him restore the missing funds before the depositors got wind of what was happening to their money.

		“You need fifty thousand dollars, I understand,” Salvati said in a matter-of-fact tone.

		A flush of embarrassment spread across the banker’s face. He gestured animatedly, “At least that much. When the investments began to go bad, I—er—borrowed from some accounts. I can repay it all, in a few months, but meantime—”

		Salvati cut him off with a puff of smoke from the cigar in his thin lips. “I can get you the money, but it will take several weeks for my friends in Italy to send it. And it will cost you ten percent.”

		“Anything,” Zarossi answered. “Anything. But I can’t wait that long. I don’t want a run on the place. It would wipe out five years of work.”

		Salvati seemed to think it over. From the corner of the office, where he leaned casually against the wall, Ponzi said, “Mr. Zarossi’s a friend, Angelo. You must have some ideas.”

		“Hmm,” said Salvati. “I know how you could insure yourself while I get the money. It’s been done before, at other banks in similar situations, and the risks are small—”

		“Tell me,” Zarossi urged.

		“You merely increase your interest rates for depositors,” Salvati said. “Most banks in Montreal are paying two percent or three percent, just as you are now. What if you said that you would pay ten percent—?”

		Ponzi answered before Zarossi could open his mouth. “Why, depositors would practically break down our doors with their money!”

		“But I don’t understand,” Zarossi gasped. “We can’t pay that much.”

		“You don’t have to,” replied Salvati, lighting a fresh cigar. “A lot of people will give you money to send to their relatives in Italy, right? Take the money, tell them you’re adding ten percent interest—but don’t send it. Use it to pay off your debts. By the time word gets here from Italy that nobody’s received any money, you’ll have this place back on solid ground. Simply say the first dough must have been stolen in the mails, and make it good.”

		“Nobody would lose in the long run,” Ponzi said quickly. “It’s a brilliant plan.”

		“I—I don’t know—” the banker mused.

		Salvati shrugged. “It’s up to you. I’ll contact my friends tonight if you want, and the money will be here within two weeks.”

		“We’d have to raise our interest rates only during that time, Louis,” said Ponzi. “Just long enough to coax in some big deposits.”

		Zarossi chewed his lower lip in silence for a moment, then held out his hand in agreement. He did not see the quick glance that passed between the two visitors in his office. “Mr. Salvati, you must join us for dinner this evening. Charles here can testify to my wife’s cooking!”

		“So I’ve heard,” Salvati said. “And I’m anxious to meet the daughter he talks about, too.”

		Much of the worry had left Zarossi’s eyes a few weeks later when he sat in a barroom on St. James Street with two of his close associates. The assets of Banco Zarossi had increased greatly with each passing day, as Salvati and Ponzi (who used the name Bianchi to conceal his connection with the bank) moved through the Italian neighborhood, chatting quietly about the bank that paid its depositors 10 percent interest.

		Now Zarossi peered at the letter Salvati placed on the table before him. It was written in a sprawling Italian hand. “I can’t read it,” the banker said. “It’s too dark, ’n I’ve been drinkin’ too much. We’re celebratin’ ’cause the money’s comin’? That’s what it says?”

		Ponzi refilled Zarossi’s glass, then nodded at Salvati to go ahead.

		“It’s coming, friend, but there’s going to be a delay. Maybe a month.”

		Zarossi, his eyes bleary, stared into the thin face oposite him. “A month? But—”

		“That’s why we called this emergency meeting, Louis,” Ponzi said quickly. “I don’t think we can wait that long. Maybe not even a week. Two banks sent messengers yesterday to collect on some checks. They wanted cash. Our credit is about to be shut down, and there are rumors all over the city. I’ve been practically begging small depositors not to withdraw anything. If a few big ones pull out we’re in real trouble.”

		Suddenly there was perspiration on Zarossi’s face. “I know,” he said softly. “But your friend here—”

		Salvati picked up his cue. “This letter from back home gave me an idea. The money is on the way, but we have to stall for time. Zarossi, you ought to get out of Canada right away. If you wait, they’ll have you on charges of embezzlement—and if you’re in jail, we’ll never get things straightened out.”

		“Jail? But I can’t—I haven’t—” He was sputtering now, incoherent. “I have a business, a family—”

		“Family!” Salvati said loudly. “A lot of good you’ll be to them in jail!”

		Ponzi reached out to touch the banker’s arm. “We have an excellent plan, Louis, one that solves everything. Before you leave, you sign a receipt for the fifty-thousand-dollar loan. That makes Salvati the bank’s major creditor. Once you’re safely out of the country, he declares you bankrupt. The judge gives him control of the remaining assets of Banco Zarossi.”

		“And I offer to settle with the other creditors for two cents on the dollar,” Salvati said. “We pay off your debts and split the rest fifty-fifty. You’ll be a rich man, with enough to live on comfortably the rest of your life.”

		The bourbon had turned the banker’s face redder than usual. “I don’t know,” he said.

		Now Salvati sneered. “Friend, there’s no time to argue. You can stay here and go to jail, or clear out and live happily on what’s left.”

		“Louis,” Ponzi said, as he saw the hesitation in Zarossi’s eyes, “I’ll be here to keep an eye on things. And you know how I feel about Angelina. I’ll take as good care of your family as you would.”

		Zarossi turned to him, trying to focus his gaze. “I believe you, Charles. I trust you.”

		Ponzi fought to keep the grin from appearing. After all, this was supposed to be a sad occasion. But as Salvati pulled some papers from his pocket and began to guide Zarossi’s hand across them, it was difficult not to laugh out loud.

		         

		The plan appeared to work beautifully. Zarossi disappeared for a few days and then—as an embarrassed Ponzi explained to one angry, suspicious creditor—seemed to have fled to Mexico. Within hours the bank was closed. Arrest warrants were drawn up. Depositors wrote angry letters, some that threatened harm to Zarossi’s wife and children. Auditors began poring over the books of Banco Zarossi, and creditors lined up to file petitions for payment.

		“It’s going to take a little time, Carlo. But we’re going to be rich,” said Salvati, chewing on a thick corned beef sandwich while Ponzi sipped a glass of wine in a café on St. Catherine Street.

		“I can wait,” he replied. “But not too long. You at least have a room of your own. Zarossi’s kids are driving me crazy.”

		Salvati shrugged. “It looks good that you moved in with the family. We don’t want Zarossi comin’ back up here from Mexico. ’Sides, this way, you get all the macaroni you can eat. And that little Angelina’s somethin’ nice, too.”

		“You forget, old friend, that with the bank closed, there’s no money coming into the family. I’m out of a job myself. And God knows how long it will take for things to cool down, for the court to release the bank’s assets.”

		“We’ll just have to hang on until they do. But you’re right ’bout the law working slow.”

		“Good thing it does,” Ponzi smiled. “Otherwise there would be more bank executives hanging from tree limbs than
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