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B O O K L I N K S
● 

Thief: The Bizarre Story of Fugitive
Financier Martin Frankel

J. A. Johnson, Jr.
Lebhar-Friedman Books, New York, 2000

WH E N I  F I R S T L E A R N E D O F T H E E X I S T E N C E O F T H I S B O O K , I

H A D TO B U Y A C O P Y. This is because many of the com-

panies Martin Frankel defrauded of millions of dol-

lars had been my clients. What I found was a story that was

rather hastily put together, but in which the author, J. A. John-

son, Jr., does a remarkable job of getting the details of Frankel’s

background. 

Johnson is the reporter who first broke the story
in Greenwich Time, after learning of a suspicious fire
on an estate that turns out to have been the Con-
necticut equivalent of the Playboy Mansion.

Frankel, the owner of the mansion, grabbed a suit-
case full of diamonds and, accompanied by several
of his young female assistants, took off for Europe—
where he was eventually captured.

Although three or four actuaries are mentioned in
this book (only one isn’t listed in the Directory of Ac-
tuarial Memberships), Johnson doesn’t seem to have
gone very deeply into the insurance aspects of the
crimes. For example, he repeatedly says that Frankel
would “use the reserves of each company to buy more
companies.” It wasn’t reserves, of course; it was as-
sets, but the story is truly bizarre nonetheless.

Frankel had grown up as a loner, spent a little time
actually in the securities business, then started pro-
ducing scams. His first few were intended to look like
mutual funds. Friends lost fairly sizable amounts of
money in them, and he was barred from future ac-
tivities by the Securities and Exchange Commission. 

Not deterred by this, he borrowed the name of an
actual securities dealer and set up trusts. He used one
of those to buy several small life insurance compa-
nies in the southern part of the country—the loca-
tions being selected because of lax insurance regula-
tion. Real assets were transferred to the bogus
securities office, then to a Swiss bank. An elaborate
set of earnings statements showed apparent yields of
between 13 percent and 14 percent on 7-percent Trea-
sury bonds.

Frankel is now in jail in Hamburg. If he’s extra-
dited, it’s thought that Tennessee will have the hon-

or of the first U.S. court case, but several other states
want him, too, as do federal authorities.

— W. Keith Sloan

Against the Gods: The Remarkable Story of Risk 
By Peter L. Bernstein
A comprehensive history of man’s efforts to under-
stand risk and probability, from ancient gamblers in
Greece to modern chaos theory. Bernstein demon-
strates that understanding risk underlies everything
from game theory to bridge-building to winemaking.

Coming Into the Country
By John McPhee
An outstanding portrayal of wilderness life in Alaska
circa 1976. Beautifully written by a stalwart of the
New Yorker, it’s an even-handed look at environmen-
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tal issues and a hilarious portrait of some
unforgettable Alaskan characters. 

Catastrophe: An Investigation into the
Origins of the Modern World
By David Keys
After years of careful research spanning
five continents, Keys argues that some-
time in A.D. 535, a worldwide disaster
struck and uprooted nearly every culture
then extant. Given contemporary reports
of the sun being blotted out or weakened
for nearly a year and a half, followed by
famine, drought, and plague, it’s hard not
to think that so many reports from all over
the world must be related.

Devastation! The World’s Worst
Natural Disasters 
By Lesley Newson
Our understanding of the natural phe-
nomena that cause these tragedies has
made huge strides in the last 30 years.
Devastation! provides riveting accounts of
what happened during the world’s most
spectacular natural disasters accompanied
by stunning you-are-there photography.
Contains more than 400 color illustra-
tions, a gazetteer of dates, and details of
more than 500 major natural disasters.

Managed Care: Financial, Legal, and
Ethical Issues 
By David A. Bennahum (Editor)
Health policy analysts from the Universi-
ty of New Mexico, in conjunction with
area chaplains and an Albuquerque hos-
pital CEO, scrutinize “the crisis called
managed care,” as the first of 16 contri-
butions is titled. Appends managed care
resources. Lacks an index. ●
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