The answer to boring financial columns

Word Is, a page | thought up for USB's redesign and put together every month for two years, again aimed to
bring a little spark to a dull publishing environment. It showed the everyday oddness of business, put a little

humor in the book and gave readers stuck in dry PowerPoint meetings a reason to keep on going.

Word Is...

A Late Fee? But I Didn’t Join!
Oh, But You Did Join.

John G. and Gunta E. Burt of Dallas are steamed at Sam’s Club:

In fact, the 60-year-old self-styled investor and his wife have a line in to the Texas
state attorney general’s office of consumer affairs about it, saying the wholesale Wal-
Mart division—known for industrial-strength mayonnaise jarsand wide, wide aisles—
is hitting them up for interest on a membership they let expire.

Burt's complaint is telling about how skeptical consumers are about billing schemes;
and quick to anger, especially when there’s next to no time between the disputed charge
and the threatening letter from the bill collector. At issue is Burt’s 35-buck member-
ship to Sam’s, which he figured had expired at the end of a year and that he'd renew
when he got around to it. Then came the invoice with the angry-looking late charge.

Burt says he cried foul right away, over what he thinks is a maneuver—familiar to con-
sumers who are getting ever more familiar with fee businesses—to automatically renew
a lapsed membership, bill it later, and then bill the late fees when the invoice is tossed
out with the rest of the direct mail. “What in the world is this? T know what a ride is,” he
says. “I'm sophisticated enough. This is nothing to me but a source of irritation.”

A Sam’s spokeswoman says what's happened is the Burts financed their membership,
rather than pay it up front—so the late fee isn't for a forced renewal, but rather for the
original balance, which she says is unpaid. Of course Burt doesn’t see it this way, and until
someone talks to somebody, the dispute escalates—and Sam’s is out a couple customers.

Now that the new CONGress isin session, it’s time to think about...the
next presidential election. No, not really.

But with Joe Lieberman recently tossing his hat in the ring, it'll be interesting to
see which on his side of the aisle gets most attention from finanee. One would guess
Lieberman’s the guy, coming from insurance stronghold Connecticut, having been—
until Enron—a staunch water-carrier for the accounting industry, and with Citi-
group employee and political action donors as his leading corporate sponsor with
$60,000 the last go-around. That is, until you look at John Kerry, who boasts Fleet-
Boston Financial, State Street, Fidelity, John Hancock, Liberty Mutual and Gold-
man Sachs in his corner with $24.0,000. Even Dick Gephardt, who the electrician
at the corner coffee shop will tell you is the choice for labor, has a leading corporate
as his top sponsor—in his case, Anheuser-Busch, at $84K,

Then again, Dubya hit $240K with his top contributor alone last time—thats MBNA—
going on to reel in Morgan, Merrill, Citi, Goldman, Enterprise Rent-A-Car and Florida.

Japan. Ba I‘ll(irlg. Confusion. it goes together, and the new year shows
no signs of change. Recent reports show that with Softbank’s attempted sale of 2 49
percent stake in Aozora Bank, the successor to Nippon Credit. Three foreign inter-
ests are up for the buy, including GE Capital and Cerberus. Cerberus already owns
a little over 10 percent of the firm. Analysts are crying foul over a late bid by Sum-
itomo, saying the foreign bids are better and the Aozora sale is being steered to a
domesticbuyer. Cerberus wasalso scorched in a Japanese financial paper foralleged-
ly looking over confidential information about Aczora’s cusiomers. Aozora says it's
just letting Cerberus do its job as a bidder.

The intrigue continues.

Oh, and former veep Dan Quayle represents Cerberus on Aozora’s board. Not that
it has much to do with the story. It's just amazing where this guy turns up.
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Noted:
Noteworthy

Here's another reason why the
European Union is not yet like the
United States (reason number one—
photo below—is that there are no
restaurants in the EU that serve
shrimp ‘n grits). Recently Brussels
took a few finance ministers to the
woodshed, singling
out France, Germany
and Haly over their
respective deficits.
Despite sagging
economies and
pressure to cut
interest rates in
those countries, EU
Economic Commissioner Pedro
Solbes is playing the disciplinarian,
saying “sound public finances are
part of the solution to low growth
in Europe, not part of the problem.”
Solbes went on to tell the French
that “a greater degree of budgetary
ambition Is required.”

it’s hard to think of a stateside
equivalent. In fact, there is none.
Imagine someone running around
the federal capital with a switch,
putting the scold on big member
states for racking up debt. Wait.
Where’s Ross Perot these days?

FROM THE HMMM...department:
Soundview Executive Book
Summaries, under the Business
Week imprint, offers to teach exec-
utives “more in less time." Taking a
page from Rising City, NE's famous
son CIiff Hillegass—founder of yel-
low-jacketed high school jugger-
naut CliffsNotes—Executive Book
Summaries offers condensed busi-
ness thinking, packaged in easy-to-
remember lessons.

As with Shakespeare, so with

| Jack Welch. “Approximate reading

time eight hours, 30 minutes,” an ad
trumpets over a photo of Welch’s
book, Straight From the Gut.

For the Summary? Approximate
reading time, 30 minutes. “Gain the
confidence that only a broad scope
of knowledge can provide,” we're
told. Just the thing for that Kansas
City layover; maybe it’ll bolster the
PowerPaint presentation.

Does that mean it's even
straighter from the gut?

SEC Says What's Good for the
Goose is Good for the Ganserich

1% a little veliel, tfimes being tense, to poke some fiun al Buropeans, They lord their long
vacations over we Ameriean grunts, and look down at the excesses of Yankee capitalism,
Sure, we tweak the French, but somehow it’s kind of emypty landing a zinger, knowing that
they're eating better, drinking more; living longer and having such interesting romances.

So the Germans will have to do this month. The Securities and Exchange Commission
recently got a letter from Germany’s BDI industry {rade group, demanding thal German
companies whose securities trade on Wall Street be exempted from the rule saying CEOs
and CFOs must sien ofl on quarterly Anancials, This, aftér fury [rom abroad—or should
we say St und Drang—in the wake of American seandal and selloff. Anyway no dice,
say Lhe Feds, What's good for State Street is good for Siemens,

Talk about the trifunkta - Atiance Capital’s portfolio is said to he full of

rocks and hard places this vear, According to a Florida lawsuit and some gumshoe wirk
from Bloomberg, the eighth-largest money manager in the world—with some $359 bil-
lion in assets—owned big chunks of Enron, Qwest, Tyco, Dynegy and WorldCom and
bought in late. The darage? Reportedly some $7.9 billion. Alliance Capital says this ig-
ure is insecnrate, that only it knows the extent of its holdings, when exactly it buys und
sells; and what is good information and what is rumor. In-any case, it'd be hard to find
portfolios that aven't feeling some of that pain. So far the five nags—Enron, Qwest and
the rest—have wiped north of $200 billion oft the books since the start of the year.

Wall Street spanked its own recently. wits investment banks
taking other investment banks to the woodshed over slow business and potential legal
hasslesas probes continue. Banc of America cul earnings estimates on Goldman Sachs,
Morgan Stanley trimumed its thinking on Citigroup and Merrill Lyneh, In trading, Gold-
man's stock slouched into the low 70s, Merrill and Citi to the lower 30s. Tough crowd.

There is life after MOrtgage banking. Ron Brans, retired and for the
last seven years a resident of’ Ketehum, Tdaho, has taken up a new career as a horse-
riding trail guide and cowboy stand-in for one of the West's mare unique events, the

Wagon Days Big Hitch Parade, Said parade features a six-wagon, 18-mule Leam driv-
en by a mule skinuer, the only one lefl of its kind in the country, Brans isn't the mule
skinner—but he's now the parade Marshal.

Brans, 64, who claims to have floated the first Federal Housing Administration grad-
unated payment loan in the country; spent 30 vears in California with various Orange Coun-
ty outfits, including Glendale Federal, a division of Key Bank called AllCoast, and Cali-
fornia Mortgage. “1'did everything from sweep the floor to president.” he says. Brans first
got a Laste of Tdaho it the late '60s. "T was chasing a girl up here and came for the skiing,”
lie says. Years later, Sun Valley, where Hemingway made his lnst stand, had hold of him
for good. [e settled on a small ranchwith a few horses and his current “significant other™—
who's still in the lending business at Wells Fargo—and picked up his cowboy gear. 1 had
wanted to be one since [ was a kid growingup in Pasadena.” he says. “Sun Valley is so hard
up far people they Il hire you to do anything. Lgot ajob as a guide beeause they knew I'd
show up. They had me saddling 18 horses every morning. The whole enchilada”

The former banker laughs when he remembers how he realized the green eyeshades

were gone for goiod. "After about two woeks, I was with a group and one of the ladies from
New York called me over and said, ‘Can my boys have a pieture with a real cowboy?™
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Noted 2
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The 51 trillion class action suit
filed by Sept. 11 victim's fTamilies—
potentially targeting finance com-
panies across the Middle East and
elsewhere—is the largest ever
filed in the Unit-
ed States. It'sa
staggering figure.
That number is
10 percent of all
the money pro-
duced on Earth
during one year—
and about 10 per-
cent of what the Cold War cost. It's
enough single dollar bills to cover
half the state of New Jersey.
Another perspective is this: the
Swiss bank holocaust settiement
came to $1.25 billion; the largest
claim against an auto manufactur-
er came to $3 billion; and the
entire settlement with big tobacco
totaled $50 billion—not even 10
percent of what the Sept. 11 fami-
lies are looking for.

when it comes to money manage-
ment, sometimes the one-to-one
touch is a dream.

So claims Irwin Uran, who says
his longtime therapist put him into
a hypnotic state in order to get
hold of $2.5 million in family jew-
els and hundreds of thousands of
dollars in cash.

Uran, a 76-vear-old rich New
York investor, is pursuing a case
against therapist Stephen
Hymowitz. Hymowitz denies
wrongdoing and replies in legal
filings that Uran is delusional.

The two got to know each other
in the mid-"80s when Hymowitz
took on Uran as a client. While
treating Uran for depression,
Hymowitz took over his business
affairs. Hymowitz claims Uran
designated him business manager;
Uran says he was hypnotized at
the time. Missing is the jewelry,
which Hymowitz says the fwo put
into a church coliection box at
Uran's hehest.

The church is surely good for
the long haul, but maybe for
security one might want to try a
white-shoe firm.
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