Too Good 

by

Eyes Right

Arlington, VA -  We really have not progressed very far as a society since the days of the famous 19th century showman, P.T. Barnum, when he made his famous declaration, “There’s a sucker born every minute.”  The irony, of course, is that Mr. Barnum was almost certainly not the person who originally uttered this phrase, but once it was attributed to him, he embraced the words and seemed to enjoy the authorship, however bogus.
Recent events in the financial world certainly reinforce the premise that people are incredibly gullible, particularly with their hard-earned money.  The reigning world’s greatest con man has to be the New York money manager, Bernard Madoff who appears to have ripped off investors for at least 150 billion dollars.  To put this theft/robbery/larceny into perspective, if you were able to rob a neighborhood bank once an hour every day, 24/7, it would take you nearly 350 YEARS to match Bernie!   This was one major heist.  And what is happening to Mr. Madoff while he is awaiting criminal justice?  He is sitting under “house arrest” in his multi-million dollar mansion in New York while, I assume, laughing at all the fools who willingly sent him so much money.   

But were all of those who sent Madoff really fools?  Certainly the investors who knew where the money was going were foolhardy.  The bait dangled by Madoff was a “certain” return of at least 10 to 15 % annually on the amount invested.  Compared to most investment return rates of under 5%, the Madoff plan seemed to be a no-brainer.  Madoff did not need to advertise because word of mouth, especially among the close-knit Jewish community, spread the word, so much so that an investment with Madoff became known as the “Jewish T-bill.”  The temptation was particularly enticing for those in high income brackets and organizations with lots of cash to park in a seemingly sure high return investment.  But there were also scores of others who simply put their money with investment advisors who steered billions of dollars to Madoff without asking questions of how the lucrative return was being generated.  This was a foolishness of a lower level, but still woefully ill-advised.
When Madoff’s Ponzi scheme collapsed, the finger pointing began immediately.  I would suggest that many of those pointing fingers need to grab a mirror and take a long look at their own faces.  You are among the ones good ole P.T. had in mind.  The adage, “If it sounds too good to be true, then it is too good to be true,” certainly applies here.  

We see similar scams on a smaller scale every day.  Simply turn on your television until you find an infomercial touting the latest set of knifes, or a new gadget to peel vegetables, or …..whatever.  When you receive the phone call informing you that you have won an all-expenses paid vacation to Florida and that all you have to do is ______________;  when you receive the emails from the fellow in Nigeria whose English is not quite perfect but who is offering you the opportunity to share in millions of unclaimed dollars in a mysterious bank account; when you receive the annual Publishers Clearing House “contest” each January; when you hear the ads on sports radio from touts promising that they can give you “guaranteed” winners to bet on..……the list goes on.  Each of these ploys, in one way or another, offers the hope of getting something for nothing, or for very little.  Whenever you bite, you are simply the latest sucker in the ongoing human folly so well summarized by Mr. Barnum.   

So here is a good thumb rule to follow:  if an offer sounds too good, run, don’t walk, in the opposite direction.  If you do not believe me, just ask any of those burned by Madoff.
I thought you might like to know.
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