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Epitaph of a Swindler*
Charles "Get Rich Quick" Ponzi

By Albert Irizarry

Carlo "Charles" Ponzi
1882-1949

WHEN PEOPLE DEPART FROM THIS WORLD, THEY
leave behind some memory as evidence that they once lived.
This memory may be a child, an edifice, an invention, a dis-
covery, or something else tangible or intangible. During my

career, my followers claimed that neither Columbus, who discovered America,
nor Marconi, who invented the wireless, was the greatest Italian who ever lived.
They assured me that this distinction was indisputably mine, for I had discov-
ered the method of making money fast. 1

Charles "Get Rich Quick" Ponzi was my name, 2 but little did my admir-
ers realize that my name would one day become synonymous with the word
swindler. Yes, this was my contribution to history, but let me turn back the cal-
endar, for I have already advanced too quickly into the past.

Parma, Italy, my birthplace, is a small, quiet village. 3 During my youth,
the villagers talked excitedly about America and its wonderful opportu-

nities. I vowed to reach this mecca one day, and was not the least
bit distressed or daunted by a temporary delay in Canada.

There I busily set about making the necessary contacts and
soon found myself involved in the task of smuggling

aliens across the border into the United States. 4 I had
no compunctions about resorting to forgery when
funds got low, and this was more often the case rather
than the exception. Because of this deception, I had
to serve two jail sentences. 5

At the age or twenty-three, with $2.50 in my
pocket and a million dollar ambition, I deftly (to
my credit, of course!) avoided the authorities and
entered the "promised land." 6

My beginning was humble, to say the least,
and I had to resort to what seemed menial tasks
such as a clerk, laborer and waiter. I even dabbled in
produce, managing my father-in-law's grocery busi-

ness. This didn't turn out too well, and for many
years thereafter I was dubbed "the Italian Fruit

Peddler. 7 My dreams and plans did not lie dormant,
and during this time, I continued developing the basic

fundamentals of my "Get Rich Quick" idea.
Finally in January of 1920, at the age of 38, I left my

$16 a week clerk's job, pooled my resources, and opened a small
office at 20 School Street in the heart of Boston under the trade style

of The Security Exchange Co. My slogan was short and sweet. In fact, I soon
had all of Boston echoing my words: "50% in 45 days or double your money in
ninety." 8 At first, people didn't believe that I could buy depreciated foreign
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Examples of International Postal
Response Coupons. Top left: coupon
for 12 centesimos purchased in the
Republic of Panama. Top right: back
of a 50 centime coupon purchased in
Switzerland. Bottom: face and back
of a U.S.-issued coupon purchased in
Burbank, CA. Text in multiple lan-
guages reads: "This coupon is
exchangeable in any country of the
Universal Postal Union for one or
more postage stamps representing the
minimum postage for an unregistered
priority item or an unregistered Iettter
sent by air to a foreign country."

currency with United States dollars, convert this into another type of "curren-
cy," International Reply Coupons (coupons produced by the Universal Postal
Union for member countries to provide for payment of postage on a return let-
ter from a foreign country) taking advantage of favorable exchange rates, then
reconvert them back into United States currency, and end up with a 400%
profit. 9

An example of the type of manipulation that I performed would be: in
country "A" one United States dollar at the official government exchange rate
was equal to 1.8 lira, but at my hotel I exchanged one dollar for nine lira. -\ATith
the nine lira I would buy International Reply Coupons, have them shipped to
the United States, and then would exchange these coupons in any bank, or post
office for their equivalent in United States currency, thus ending up with a
handsome profit. 10

"But good living had become a
habit with me, so I quickly set
about recouping my fortune."

Once I began to pay off, my business grew to fantastic proportions. From
the early morning until the late hours of the night, widows, children, house-
wives, businessmen and people from every walk of life -- mostly poor immi-
grants -- scratched and fought their way into my office. Why, I even had to
hire 16 bookkeepers to handle the transactions. There I was, every morning,
standing up to my full 5', dressed smartly with a fresh carnation in my lapel, a
cane in my hand and a straw hat perched upon my head, glibly greeting my
friends.
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The amount of money that poured in was
amazing. Soon all of my desk drawers, closets and
even the waste paper baskets were overflowing with
money. Of course, with so much business I couldn't
wait for the mails. So, I had three simple notes print-
ed: Green, for under $100 dollars; Orange, for up to
$1,000 dollars; and Blue, for amounts above $1,000
dollars. Each note had a nice border and wording
with fill-ins for names, dates and amounts. 11

I wanted the entire populace to know of my
business, but publicity proved to be my nemesis.
Towards the end of July, the authorities began to
suspect that my business was of a foul nature. On
August 6th 1920, Governor Coolidge and the State
Council appropriated $8,000 for the costs of looking
into mg business. 12 Their findings, along with a
Boston Post exposé article caused the people who once
cheered me to storm my office shouting, "Kill him,
kill him!" 13

The Post had called me a "Financial Wizard,"
but instead of stopping at flattery, they went on to
expose the fact that what I had actually been doing
was "taking from Peter to pay Paul." Since I had
never kept an accurate set of books, their findings
proved staggering. In eight months, 40,000 people
had placed into my outstretched hands more than
$15,000,000. They claimed that my take in one day
alone exceeded $2,000,000. 14 An audit showed my condition to be hopelessly
insolvent, with total assets or $4,000,000 against liabilities of $7,000,000. My
bubble had burst.I was indited by the State of Massachusetts for larceny, tried,
convicted and sentenced to a seven-year internment. By the grace of shrewd
counsel, and some luck, after three years, I was released for good behavior. 15

But good living had become a habit with me, so I quickly set about
recouping my fortune. I had heard that Florida was fast becoming a booming
state, and there I planned to deal in real estate. However, my reputation and
the authorities followed me and it was soon discovered that the plots that I was
selling to people, who had never seen them, were actually covered with water. I
was again hauled off to court, convicted of fraud, and sentenced to one year in
prison. Confinement in the local jail was simply not on my agenda, so I jumped

The dapper Ponzi with his characteris-
tic straw hat and walking stick.

HOUSTON TEX JUNE 30 1926

HIS EXCELLENCY CALVIN COOLIDGE
PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON D C

PERSONALLY KNOWING EVENTS DOINGS AND PERSONS ON BEACON HILL MAY I ASK YOUR
EXCELLENCY FOR OFFICIAL OR UNOFFICIAL INTERVENTION IN MY BEHALF ? THE PONZI CASE HAS
ASSUMED THE PROPORTIONS OF A NATIONAL SCANDAL FOSTERED BY THE STATE OF
MASSACHUSSETS WITH THE FORBEARANCE OF THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. I CANNOT SILENTLY
SUBMIT TO FURTHER PERSECUTION BUT, FOR THE BEST INTERESTS OF ALL CONCERNED, I AM
WILLING TO SUBMIT TO IMMEDIATE DEPORTATION. WILL YOUR EXCELLENCY GIVE HIS
CONSIDERATION OF THE EVENTUAL WISDOM OF MY COMPROMISE ?

CHARLES PONZI
COUNTY JAIL

Copy of a telegram
Ponzi sent to the for-
mer Massachusetts
Governor (who had ini-
tiated governmental
action against Ponzi six
years earlier) and who
by then was President
of the United States,
Calvin Coolidge,
requesting deportation.
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Ponzi's home in Lexington, MA in the
salad days of his financial manipula-

tions.

bail. The authorities picked me up in New Orleans, extradited me to
Massachusetts, where I was to serve out my full prison term. 16

On February 14, 1934, the Gates of Freedom once more swung open.
This time, the Federal Government was waiting to deport me to my native
Italy under the label of common criminal. 17

Having no compunctions about my political affiliations, I graciously
accepted Mussolini's offer to work at the Lati Airlines offices in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil. The holocaust that followed as a result of the outbreak of war soon ter-
minated this phase of my career. 18

All things must end one day; the curtain falls; a purge is quelled; a heart
stops beating. Only time continues to pass, leaving behind the temple or
wreckage of a man's having passed by.

Without money and in poor health, I had only to listen for the ticking of
the minutes, hours, days, and even this ceased to be. In January or 1940, I was
committed to a Rio charity ward, blind in one eye and partially paralyzed. With
worldly possessions totaling $75.00, I died of a blood clot in the

brain, flanked by an old man with a hacking cough and another patient
who spent most of his time looking up at the ceiling. I was 66 years old. 19
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An example of one of Ponzi's Florida
land certificates.
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Ron Horstman bids his friend Art Kagin adieu

I FIRST MET ART IN THE
11960s when he and his brother
Paul operated a mail bid auction in
Des Moines, and I was able to pur-
chase a few St. Louis Nationals from
them. Over the years, we developed
a strong friendship, being not only
fellow numismatists, but brother
Masons.

Art was my link to the past with
his knowledge and recollection of all
the major paper money collections
and events, such as describing the details and attendees
of the 1944-47 Grinnell sales.

He was always full of ideas about how to interest

young people in numismatics and how to improve
the shows. His greatest contributions to numismat-
ics are his children Judy and Don. Both are out-
standing members of the collecting fraternity.

Art won many awards, including the prestigious
Numismatics Ambassador Award, which his son
Don also received a few years later.

My last visit with Art was at the Central States
show in St. Louis this past Spring. He didn't look
well and was seated behind the table instead of his
usual standing position. He commented to me,
"Well, you didn't have to go far to this show."
It's not hard to image Art standing at the gates of

Heaven telling one of his stories to St. Peter. Goodbye,
old friend. -- Ron Hortsman
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