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The Age of Fraud
by Benjamin J. Stein
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sUNDAY
O HERE I AM IN RANCHO MIRAGE r e a d i n g

about Bernie Madoff and Marc Dreier
and Governor Blagojevich and I am
thinking:
Now is the age of fraud.
On one day there is the governor
of Illinois alleged to have defrauded the
citizens and the law by offering to sell
political appointments.
A few days later there is a major power
on Wall Street apparently admitting that
his family investment business, which had
taken in $17 billion from friends and charities and university endowments, was a total
Ponzi scheme and there was no money left.
The bogus financier had used some of the
money to finance a lifestyle with immensely
expensive homes and a yacht.
Then the next day there's a story about
a major Manhattan lawyer who had a similarly opulent lifestyle, maintaining a yacht
with a permanent crew of 10 and lavish
parties for beautiful young people.
Then of course there was the massive
nationwide fraud of sub-prime mortgages. And little
by little we see that those miraculous money-makers
called hedge funds were often frauds that took investor money to keep the hedge fund manager living like
a maharajah.
Why should we be surprised? This is an age that
has energetically suppressed religious belief You get
laughed out of court if you try to put up an image of
the Ten Commandments—the origin of most laws—
anywhere near a courthouse. You get treated as if you
were an imbecile fascist if you even dare to ask—just
ask—how Darwinism and random chance could have
produced gravity or thermodynamics. Could there

have been a God who made these laws
liappen? You are not allowed to ask.
But in an age that explicitly mocks
faith in a higher power, people still have
to believe in something. For many, that
something is money, luxurious living,
opulent display on a stupefying scale.
If there is no God, then man sometimes thinks he is god, and sometimes
tries to live like a god.
It's really amazing that in the age of
unbelief, as a smart man called it, there isn't
even more fraud. After all, with no God,
there's no one to ever call you to account,
and no accounting at all if you can get away
with it.
So this is what we are left with: the age
of unbelief, the age of material things, the
age of fraud. Not a pretty picture for the
New Year. I mean, think about it. If there is
no God, why bother to tell the truth? Why
not steal? If we are just specks of dust hit
by lightning, if we have no spark of God in
us, why not just take whatever we can and
devil take the hindmost? I mean, we are fools not to
do that if there is no right or wrong. So, I can sort of
see where Bernie Madoff and Marc Dreier and
Governor Blagojevich and many others are coming
from. By that same evil standard, I can see where
Hitler was coming from and where Stalin and Mao
Tse-tung and Castro got their ideas.
As I was writing about this, I corresponded with
a close relative who said she had heard Madoff was
a religious man. I answered, "Perhaps observant
but certainly not religious." How could he be a religious man and loot charities? How could he be a
religious man and steal from his friends?
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(By the way, long ago I read a tale about my old
nemesis, Michael Robert Milken. Apparently he was
going to wildly overcharge a close friend and associate for some transaction. Milken's colleague said to
him, "But Mike, he's one of our oldest friends." To
which Milken replied, "If we can't steal from our
friends, who can we steal from?" I didn't personally
hear this. I just read about it.)
There is a lot of confusion in all faiths between
observance and religion. No man need ever go to a
synagogue or church to be religious or godly. No
amount of memorizing the Bible or Hebrew prayers
will make a man godly if his life is basically about
larceny.
Anyway, it's all very discouraging.
However, although I have been greatly impoverished relatively speaking this year, I am still living in
a cozy little bubble of faith in the Lord God Jehovah,
Lord of Hosts and God of the High Places. It is sort of
like my swimming pool. Very warm even when the
outside air is cold.
I wake up and worry about money, worry about
how old I have gotten (64) and think about how much
longer I might have, and I feel scared.
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So, I pray. Thanks to God for my beautiful,
saintly wifey, Alex. For my dogs, Brigid and Cleo
and Mopsy. For my son. Tommy, and his beautiful
fiancee, Kitty.

As i think I ham said, quoting
josepl! Heller, I have something
that Bernie Itedoff and Marc
Dreier could never Imagine
having: enoygh. I am so happy
with what God has allowed
me to have I can hardly
describe It or speak.
For my fingers, toes, arms, legs, kidneys. I am
grateful all of the time.
If I stop feeling grateful, I go to sleep or eat
something until I do feel grateful.
As I think I have said, quoting Joseph Heller, I
have something that Bernie Madoff and Marc Dreier
could never imagine having: enough. I am so happy
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with what God has allowed me to have I can hardly
describe it or speak. Just so happy I had my fabulous
Mom and Pop, my great sister, grew up in America,
never had to be in terrible battles in World War I or II
or in a gas chamber. I am sooo grateful.
I read last night about Dreier's yacht and Madoffs
yacht and I thought, I hope those men, who will probably die in prison, were as happy with their yachts as
I am lying in bed looking into my Brigid's eyes.

THURSDAY
ONIGHT I AM IN INDIANAPOLIS giving a Speech. I
gave my speech at the Eiteljorg Museum of
American Indians and Western Art, a fantastically good museum, and then went back to my hotel.
It was snowing but I wanted Starbucks tea, so I
bundled up and went off into the snow. Before I had
gone two blocks, the streets were deserted. It was
10:30 at night. An African American man approached
me, reeking of booze. "Oh," he said, "you're Ben Stein.
You're my hero. I love you. You're the smartest man
on the planet." And on and on.
I said I wasn't smart but just played a smart guy
on TV. He said, "No, you are the smartest guy in the
world."
Then, with many apologies, he said he wanted to
ask me a favor. His wife had just gone into birth labor.
He needed to get to her side BUT he had locked his
keys in his car. The police would not help. He needed
$35 to call a locksmith to get into his car. (The exact
sum of 35 dollars was what told me in flashing neon
that it was a scam, by the way.) He really, really, really
hated to ask, but what could he do....
I gave him 40 dollars, wished him well, and went
on my way. That man was a fantastic actor. He really
acted out pain, embarrassment, pride, exasperation.
Like Olivier. Or, I thought, like a master politician.
Just tell any flattering lie, then get the money—or
the votes—and run. Promise change. Promise hope.
Promise lower taxes. Promise the moon. But get
the vote. Close the deal. What a politician that man
would make.

T

SATURDAY

N

ow, THE YEAR IS DRAWING TO A CLOSE. I t h a s

really been a terrible year. I lost immensely
more than I could afford in the stock market.
Way, way, way more. My retirement will probably
never happen.
I learned how many mistakes I could make about
investing. Too many. I learned just how stupid I am.
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I learned how incompetent a treasury secretary
could be. Letting Lehman fail was by far the single
worst financial error of the last 200 years. Really
beyond imagining. That idiocy by Paulson and
Bernanke will be costing us for decades, maybe centuries. Because of the cataclysm that decision caused,
we now have a socialist American banking system.
We are very close to having a socialized auto sector.
It all could have been avoided by a Lehman bailout
but Paulson and Bernanke were too stupid to do the
right thing. Now we are all paying for it and will be
for a long time.
I really never thought I would see socialist
America under a GOP president. But once Paulson
and Bernanke pressed the "history erase" button,
we were doomed. All of the good decisions since
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation simply
tossed out the window. My pal John Coyne says
we as a nation have simply forgotten good sense.
He's right.
To think of the hundreds of billions looted by
excess compensation on Wall Street, and now they
leave us with this disaster. To think of these guys
looting the savers of the nation, looting the men and
women who fight in Afghanistan, looting the men
who lie in hospital beds at Walter Reed...and they get
away with it and we have to pick up the tab.
Something awful has happened and now we
have socialized finance. Too many Bernie Madoffs.
Not enough human decency.
As my sister says, "Your basic human is not such
a hot item."
Except at Walter Reed. One day a few weeks ago I
met a wounded medic named Isaac Jensen. He had
been horribly maimed by a bomb in a refrigerator
at a home where terrorists had lurked. Despite his
wounds, he had saved the lives of two of his squad
mates even more gravely wounded. "That's what I
do," he said, "that's what we all do. Put someone else
first." He lay in a narrow bed. His incredibly beautiful wife was with him. Her staggeringly beautiful
sister and his father were there, too. I would swear
they glowed. As my pal Phil said when I sent his
photo, they make the women of Beverly Hills look
like chunks of stone. These men and women are our
salvation, God willing. Otherwise, we will just be
sucked dry by our own kleptocracy.
Happy New Year. God help us. #
Ben Stein is a writer, actor, economist, and lawyer
living in Beverly Hills andMalibu.
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HdWDo You Spell Pearl Necklace?
FREE.
Stauer comes to the rescue! $295 necklace of genuine cultured

Y

ou read that right. If you'd like the Stauer
genuine 18" cultured pearl necklace
absolutely FREE, all you need to do is
call us today or log on to the website
www.stauer.coin. There is no catch. If
you're wondering exactly how we can
afford to do this... read on.
Despite tough economic times, Stauer has
had a very good year. It's time for us to
give back. ITiat's why we're offering this
stunning, 18" strand of genuine ailtured
white pearls for FREE (you only pay the
basic shipping and processing). This is a
classically beautiful necklace of luminous,
smooth cultured pearls that fastens with
a .925 sterling silver clasp ($295 suggested
retail price). It is the necklace that never
goes out of style. In a world where some
cultured pearl necklaces can cost thousands, shop around and I doubt that you
will see any jewelry offer this compelling!

Why would we do tMs? Our real goal is
to build a long term client relationship
with you. We are sure that most of you will
become loyal Stauer clients in the years to
come, but for now, in this lousy economy,
we will give you these pearls to help with
your future gift giving ideas.
We did find a magnificent cache of
cultured pearls at the best price that I
have ever seen. Our pearl dealer was
stuck. A large luxury department store in

financial trouble cancelled a large order
at the last minute so we grabbed all of
them. He sold us an enormous cache of his
roundest, whitest, most iridescent
cultured 5 i/4-6mm pearls for only pennies
on the dollar.
But let me get to the point: his loss
is your gain. Many of you may be wondering about your next gift for someone
special. In the past, Stauer has made gift
giving easier with the absolute lowest
prices on fine jewelry and luxury goods.
This year, we've really come to the rescue.
For the next few days, I'm not offering
this cultured pearl necklace at $1,200. I'm
not selling it for $300. That's because 1
don't want to SELL you these pearls at all...
I want to GIVE them to you. JTiis cultured
pearl necklace is yours FREE. You pay
nothing except basic shipping and
processing costs.
It's okay to be skeptical. But the truth
is that Stauer doesn't make money by
selling one piece of jewelry to you on a
single occasion. We stay in business by
serving our long term clients. And as soon
as you get a closer look at the exclusive
selection, you're not going to want to buy
your jewelry anywhere else.
Stauer is a high end jeweler that still
understands value. As a matter of fact,
our average client spends more with us
Smart Luxuries—Surprising

pearls...FREE!

than at Tiffany's, but we still know something
about
affordability.
Stauer
was the largest buyer of carat weight
emeralds in the world last year and this
year we are on track to be the largest
buyer of carat weight
sapphires, so we know
about volume buying
discounts. We were
only able to get so
many pearls at this
price. This offer is
very limited to one
per shipping address.
Please don't wait.
satin and velvet
travel case.
lEWELRY SPECS:
- Genuine 5 '/2-6mm white cultured pearls
- 18" strand - Sterling silver clasp

Cultured Pearl Necklace (i8" strand)
Your Cost—FREE — pay shipping &
processing only.
Call now to take advantage of this
extremely limited offer.

1-800-806-1654
Promotional Code FWP173-03
Please mention this code when you call.

StAucr

Prices
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14101 Southcrosfi Drive Wi,
Depr. FWP173-03
BurnsviUe, Minnesota 55.3.37

www.stauer.com
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The Mind of the Past
by James Bowman
BAMA MAKES HISTORY," blared the headhne in the
Washington Post last November 5. A few days
later in the same newspaper, Robert Kaiser
acknowledged this as "a statement of the obvious," but then asked, "What does it mean to make
history?" A good question! Mr. Kaiser thought that
"History is made in two ways: By dramatic occurrences, often surprises, such as the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989; and by the slow accretion of small
changes over long periods." The election of President
Obama, as he saw it, combined both. Well, I agree that
his election made history, but I would like to propose
a third way in which history is made—particularly
when it is the kind of history that appears in newspaper headlines. History is also made when people find
something happening in the present that makes them
feel good about something that happened in the past.
The newly elected president, for example, made
history not just by being elected, but also because to
the kinds of people who work as writers and editors at
the Washington Post his election was in an important
respect a repudiation of history—a part of history
that made them feel guilty and ashamed. The repudiation made them feel better about themselves and
their country and so in a way represented to them
what the fall of the Berlin Wall did to a popular author
of a couple of decades ago who wrote, oxymoronically,
of "the End of History." The End of History is history
too. But it is interesting how much of what we call
history in President Obama's America is now history
of this third kind. A fortnight after the election,
Washington saw the reopening, after three years of
renovations, of the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American History, which is full of it.

O

This museum has always had an interest in
"social history," though not necessarily of the type
practiced in universities, which usually involves a
greater or lesser degree of Marxism, or the various
sorts of neo-Marxist ideologies such as feminism
or post-colonialism that are based on a Manichean

division of the world into oppressors and oppressed.
It is actively hostile to traditional and "great man"centered interpretations of the past. The story is
his-story no longer, but rather that of the oppressed
peoples—whoever you like them to be—struggling for
liberation. There is some, mostly unobtrusive history
of this kind at the newly reopened museum. At one
point, for instance, as part of the history of industrialization in the 19th century, a wall card tells us that
affluent Americans developed their own class
consciousness. They promoted a sense of their
entitlement through institutions they established and through the popular press which they
often controlled. To justify their wealth when
so many were poor, some misapplied Charles
Darwin's ideas on evolution, arguing that their
rise reflected the survival of the fittest.
Here, "a sense of their entitlement" must refer to
the quaint belief still harbored at the time by these
"affluent Americans" that their wealth was actually
their own and not ripped unjustly from the trembling
fingers of the poor. The assumption that some are
poor because others are rich and that the latter should
be called on "to justify their wealth"—inevitably with
some "misapplied" theory such as Social Darwinismis a Marxian habit that few ideologues ever break
themselves of, although it has never been one shared
with the majority of Americans. Shouldn't the majority also have a voice here, we wonder?
Well, it does in a way. For under its superficially
more benign aspect at the NMAH, social history presents itself mainly as nostalgia. Nostalgia is to history
as celebrity is to fame. Both are ways for ordinary people to expropriate things that are other, and that insist
on their difference from the ordinary, and to make
them, instead, matters for their own feelings to feed
on. The British novelist L. P. Hartley once was famous
for writing that "the past is another country: they do
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