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Menday, October 16, 2000

2 in Tristate tied to fraud probe

By Christopher Carey
The Indianapolis Star

LAWRENCEBURG, Ind. — Tristate investors who sent
millions in savings and retirement money to an obscure
Caribbean bank started by two Cincinnati-area men are
starting to worry that it might never come back.

Wellington Bank and Trust Ltd., established in 1998 on
the island of Grenada by John E. Brinker Jr. of Withamsville
and Gary J. Bentz of Loveland, is being investigated by the
FBI and agencies in Indiana and Ohio, according to
government and private sources.

Wellington, which bears the same name as the street on
which Mr. Brinker lives, has ties to a bigger Grenadian bank
— known as First Bank — that is suspected of operating a
vast fraudulent scheme.

The Indiana Securities Division filed an administrative
complaint and cease and de sist order against Wellington on
Friday, seeking the return of the money collected from
customers.

Investment advisers and others who have been
watching Wellington say it has collected at least $10 million in
eastern Indiana, western Ohio and Northern Kentucky.

Some early investors in both First Bank and Wellington
were promised returns of more than 100 percent a year.

The Indianapolis Star has been investigating
Wellington's activities independently of the Securities
Division. '

The newspaper's investigation is based on hundreds of
pages of court filings and other documents, plus interviews
with more than 20 people. Dearborn County Sheriff J. David
Wismann put $5,000 into the preferred stock program about
18 months ago.

“l was given the opinion that it was more of a club,” he
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Grenada, an island in the West Indies southwest of
Barbados, is home to 100,000 residents and about 30
offshore banks, all chartered within the past four years. First
Bank was one of the earliest products of that push.

First Bank was taken over by the Grenadian government
two months ago, after failing to keep up with interest
payments to investors. The parallels between Wellington and
First Bank are uncanny.

Documents show that:

* Both used marketing materials that enticed early
customers with interest rates exceeding 100 percent.

* Both offered only vague descriptions of investment
strategies.

* Both guaranteed that deposits were fully insured by
the “IDIC.”.

* Both had a founder who had previously declared
bankruptey.

The Grenadian government was forced to step in after
First Bank depositors went months without receiving interest
checks and were unable to withdraw their principal.

Garvey Louison, the government appointee who
oversaw the bank until last week, said it appeared that
certain officers and directors transferred millions to them
selves and companies they controlled. That finding could
have dire implications for Wellington customers.

Account information distributed to prospective
customers in Dearborn County showed that deposits were to
be routed through First Bank and a related entity, Fidelity
Management & Trust Ltd. of St. Vincent.

Mr. Brinker said in a letter to the Star that his bank is
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operating lawfully and that investors' money is safe. Neither
man returned telephone calls from the Enquirer requesting
further comment.

When asked whether Wellington had enough liquid
assets to meet its promises, Mr. Brinker responded in a letter
forwarded by his Grenadian attorney: “Wellington Bank and
Trust has never failed to meet an obligation in its history.”

Mr. Brinker would not say whether any of Wellington's
money was on deposit at First Bank, nor would he identify
any other banks or investment firms where it had accounts.

In the same letter, Mr. Brinker confirms that Wellington
supports Steadfast Ministries, based at 4355 Ferguson Drive,
near East gate Mall, and that he has “in the past been
founder, principal and teacher of various Christian Schools.”

Jay Adkisson, a California lawyer who helps rich clients
find legitimate offshore opportunities, said, “There's really
kind of a James Bond aura to going offshore. You think
you've joined the ranks of the superwealthy and the
ultrasophisticated.”

Wellington's invitation-only approach to investors helped
perpetuate an air of intrigue.

According to the Indiana Securities Division's complaint,
Mr. Brinker or Mr. Bentz would make a presentation about
offshore investing and Grenada's bank secrecy laws.

In addition to offering savings accounts and certificates
of deposit, Wellington sold “preferred stock” in an entity
called Wellington International Business Corporation.

Although the minimum investment for preferred stock
was $5,000, Wellington offered options for every budget,
including savings accounts that could be opened with as little
as $100.

Banking novices

Neither Mr. Brinker, 54, nor Mr. Bentz had banking
experience before they started Wellington. Mr. Brinker and
his wife, Carol, filed for bankruptcy in June 1993, listing debts
of $463,316 and assets of $97,445.

At the time, Mr. Brinker ran businesses — Multi-Media
Marketing; Media-Maps; J.C. and Associates — that sold
advertising for telephone books and tourist maps from a
Batavia address.

Mr. Brinker's main asset was a house in Batavia valued
at $88,500.

Mr. Bentz had spent nearly two decades working for a
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uniform company before leaving in 1994 to try his hand at the
securities business.

He sold securities in the Cincinnati office of World
Marketing Alliance until February 1999.

Intertwined fates

Wellington's story is, in many ways, First Bank's
story. Wellington is one of more than a dozen “client” banks,
or sub-banks, that were formed with the help of First Bank,
which was being battered by negative publicity.

“The whole idea was to get the sub-banks bringing in
most of the customers and most of the money,” said Philippe
Carrier, who worked within First Bank's network in Grenada
and helped with the paperwork that set up the operations.

The client banks were designed to be turnkey
operations, almost like fast-food franchises, said Mr. Carrier,
who now lives in Canada..

The FBI has been investigating First Bank founder Van
A. Brink's activities in Grenada for more than two years.

On Tuesday, Grenadian Prime Minister Keith Mitchell
Mitchell put former Attorney General Errol Thomas in charge
of resuscitating the bank.

An adviser's warning

Jay Adkisson, the California lawyer and investment
adviser, is one of a handful of self-appointed fraud police who
use the Internet to spread information on suspected frauds.

As a general proposition, Mr. Adkisson says, investors
should shun certificates of deposit or promissory notes that
offer returns of more than 10 percent a year.

Likewise, they should avoid other so-called “programs”
that offer returns of more than 50 percent a year.

A lack of specifics should be another red flag.

“Real investments are completely transparent, meaning
that you can clearly see and understand each and every step
of where your dollars are going and how they grow,” Mr.
Adkisson writes.

One of the biggest selling points in the marketing
materials was the banks' assurance that accounts were fully
insured through the International Deposit Indemnity Corp.,
also based in Grenada.
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IDIC's initials evoke an offshore version of the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corp., or FDIC, which guarantees deposits
in the United States for up to $100,000 per account.

Mr. Brink, First Bank's founder, acknowledges that he
dreamed up IDIC. But he says others actually established the
business. Although First Bank has been taken over by the
government and investors are demanding their money, IDIC
says it is not prepared to pay their claims.

Whereabouts of funds
Mr. Brinker would not identify the banks or
investment houses that are holding Wellington's money.

In response to a written question from the Star, he said:
“Suffice to say that even relatively amateur money managers
know better than to have all of their money in any one place.”

Nor would Mr. Brinker provide any specifics on how
Wellington generates its profits.

“Some of our investments are in the stock markets and
trading centers of the world (both stocks and bonds), and we
do own interest in mining and production facilities in the
precious metal field,” he wrote.

Murky marketing
When Mr. Brinker, Wellington's founder, was asked
by the Star about First Bank, he first denied a link.

When told that documents showed a connection, Mr.
Brinker said Wellington distanced itself from First Bank more
than a year ago.

Still, Wellington's promoters in Dearborn County have
been using marketing material that contains language almost
identical to the pitch on First Bank's Web site.

“Il admit | stole their marketing materials,” Mr. Brinker
said. “But we had permission to. Why reinvent the wheel?”

Background on Wellington
Sheriff says he invested in 'couple of guys'
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