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Steven Peisner stabbed excitedly at his com-
puter keyboard, trolling through a chat room
where identity fraudsters buy and sell names,
addresses, Social Security numbers and PINs.

Some of the hustlers are American,
but others are from Russia, India,
the Philippines, Nigeria, Vietnam,
Iran —- any place, really, where
young men and computers cohabit.

How does this market work? If
someone has just hacked a hospital
database and come away with 10,000
‘‘fulls’’ (a full set of personal infor-
mation, down to your mother’s
maiden name), he’ll post his asking
price (typically $10 to $30 per full,
depending on the freshness), along with a sampling
of the data to prove its legitimacy. Fraudsters also
post specific queries. ‘‘Here’s one,’’ Peisner said,
reading from his screen: ‘Need female WU confirmer.
Your share: 40%.’ That means they need someone
to go to the Western Union office in some coffee shop

in Romania to pick up the cash — because Vlad can
do a lot of things, but he can’t be Amy Weiss from
Manhattan Beach, California.’’

There are as many types of identity theft and
many misconceptions about the problem. For
starters, it’s believed identity theft has peaked. A

study by Javelin Strategy and Re-
search claimed 8.4 million U.S.
adults suffered some form of iden-
tity fraud in 2006, down from 10.1
million in 2002. Bear in mind the
Javelin study was paid for in part
by three financial-services institu-
tions, which have an incentive to al-
leviate customer fears. But the Fed-
eral Trade Commission also reports
a levelling off, as does the LA Coun-
ty Sheriff ’s Department, the most

aggressive identity-theft task forces in the US. 
Still, identity theft remains an appealing crime.

Most police departments don’t have the staffing or
know-how to pursue the perpetrators; the FBI, don’t
get involved unless the fraud reaches $100,000.

So, if law enforcement agecnies don’t care, who

does? Obviously the victim. But according to the
study, people probably worry way too much about
identity theft: 73% victims incur no out-of-pocket
expenses and the unlucky minority loses, on aver-
age, $2,000 — far less than the scare stories. 

So then it must be banks and credit-card com-
panies, desperate to stop the problem? But Sgt Robert
Berardi, who runs the Los Angeles County Sheriff
Department’s ID theft task force, says, ‘‘Banks are
in conflict between security and making a profit.’’
In an industry reluctant to antagonise customers,
identity theft is seen as the cost of doing business.

So if the banks, the consumer and the police
aren’t sufficiently incentivized to stop identity theft,
who is? The merchant. That is what Peisner, a 44-
year-old veteran of the credit card business, has dis-
covered. ‘‘Let’s say one of these hackers takes the
information they find in a chat room,’’ he says. ‘‘He
goes to the Sony website, buys a laptop computer
for $1,000, and a month later the actual cardholder
gets the billing statement. He calls up his bank and
says, ‘I didn’t order a computer from Sony.’ At that
point, the credit card issuer, let’s say Citibank, sends
a ‘chargeback’ through the interchange system to
the acquiring bank, and that $1,000 is taken right
out of Sony’s bank account, and they also get hit

with a $25 chargeback fee.’’ So the merchant has lost
the money from the sale (as well as the laptop) while
paying the chargeback fee, other bank fees and pro-
cessing and shipping costs. ‘‘If you’re a merchant,’’
Peisner says, ‘‘you have all the liability.’’

That is why Peisner has started a company, Sell
It Safe, which aims to help merchants and banks
screen their customers in online and telephone
transactions.  He has a live database of stolen per-
sonal information, where a merchant can check to
see if Amy Weiss is really Amy Weiss. When he

finds stolen data in a hacker chat room, Social Se-
curity numbers and passwords he calls the victims
and advises them to notify the police and the bank. 

Peisner himself responded to a phony e-mail,
known as a phish , that supposedly came from eBay.
He was about to bid for a Jack Nicklaus personal
credit card, when he received the eBay phish telling
him his account would be suspended if he didn’t up-
date his personal information. ‘‘I thought, It expires
in 10 minutes — I’d better turn my account on.’’ 

In a paper called ‘Why Phishing Works,’ three
computer scientists (one from Harvard and two from
Berkeley) found ‘‘the best phishing site could fool
more than 90% participants.’’ But fortunately, most
phishing sites are not designed by people with good
English skills. One day Peisner discovered a fake
Bank of America website that asked for a customer’s
account number, online ID, PIN, Social Security
number and address. Only at the end of the form
was the site’s illegitimacy revealed, when it asked
for information that would have baffled any 
American customer: ‘‘Father Maiden Name.’’

(2007) FREAKONOMICS/DISTRIBUTED BY THE NEW YORK TIMES
SYNDICATE

INSTANT IQ / WIDE ANGLE 19SUNDAY TIMES OF INDIA, NEW DELHI
APRIL 22, 2007

WHO IS THIS DUDE?

Vincent Willem van Gogh
was a Dutch Post-
Impressionist artist. His
paintings and drawings
include some of the world•s
best known, most popular
and most expensive pieces.
van Gogh produced more
than 2,000 works, including
around 900 paintings and
1100 drawings and
sketches, during the last
ten years of his life. Most of
his best-known works were
produced in the final two
years of his life.

WHAT MAKES HIM COOL?

van Gogh lived more than a
century ago,  yet his
artwork is still altering the
way mankind views beauty,
persona, individuality, and
style in art. Impressionists
and post impressionists of
van Gogh•s time influenced
him greatly after he moved
to Paris in 1886. The bright
new palette reigned heavily
over his previous dark
muted colour scheme. van
Gogh•s use of this new
impressionist and post
impressionist style altered
not only his work, but also
all of art history. 

BORN | March 30,
1853

WORKS | The
Potato Eaters,
Sunflowers, The
Starry Night,
Portrait of Dr.
Gachet

DIED| July 29, 1890

COOL QUOTES|

I am not an
adventurer by
choice but by fate.

A good picture is
equivalent to a
good deed.

GURU GYAAN

Master 
of Art

H aving your own space in a relationship
seems to be essential. Today more and
more couples are demanding his and

hers toilets, dual kitchens and dressing
rooms, writes Matt Woolsey in Forbes . And
not only that. A study conducted by the Na-
tional Association of Home Builders found
that 60% of upscale homes (homes with more
than 4,000 sq ft) will feature two master bed-
rooms by 2015.

At first sign the step looks to be a retro-
grade one. But experts feel that
separate bedrooms will serve a
couple much better in the long
run. The National Sleep Foun-
dation insist that the 75% of
Americans who are light sleep-
ers or snore will benefit with a
separate bedroom.

It’s not just sleep. A separate
bedroom could actually work
wonders for your sex life. Ther-
apists insist the couple could re-
turn to the mystery and romance
of their honeymoon days with
separate bedrooms.

Also, it’s a recognition that
marriage today doesn’t mean you
have to compromise on your
needs. Earlier a partner who
slept in another room was seen
as a sign of marital blues. Today
that social stigma is vanishing.

It’s not just the bed. Two
thirds of builders surveyed in the NAHB study said there
was an increased demand for a second kitchen. It doesn’t
stop at the kitchen. Separate bathrooms, dressing rooms,
telephone lines and offices are also increasing in demand. 

The trend seems to have begun, as most trends do, with

the stars. Comedian Steve Martin and Vic-
toria Tennant bought two apartments in San
Remo in New York Upper West Side, when
they got married in 1986. But the separate
spaces couldn’t help the marriage as the cou-
ple divorced in 1994. And sometimes sepa-
rate spaces can bring you closer than you
think: to the wrong person. Nelson Rocke-
feller had divorced first wife Mary Todhunter
Rockefeller to marry his second wife Happy.
But he was determined to have his favourite

floor of their Fifth Avenue apart-
ment, with him. Rockefeller pur-
chased the apartment next door,
tore down a wall and secured his
floor. He however lived next door
to his ex-wife for 40 years.

Rockfeller’s story highlights
the problem with separate
spaces. Experts say that by be-
coming too attached to them, the
space can actually allow you to
distance yourself from the mar-
riage. Especially, at a time when
you need to connect. This can
even complicate things once the
marriage is over: in divorce 
settlements. 

However, today such prob-
lems could be a thing of the
past. Experts say the in-
creased openness of couples
towards personal space sug-
gests it is being used today for

the betterment of the marriage. Personal space today
indicates that most couples are happy and secure in
their relationship. They go about their daily business
trusting their partner. And that can only be a good 
thing. Right?

Love is... living apart
I t may not be such a bad idea to chop down

trees. This controversial idea isn’t by some
anti-environment fanatic, but is the sub-

ject of a recent scientific study. The Econo-
mist reports that in a recent study Govin-
daswamy Bala, of the Lawrence Livermore
National Laboratory, in California, found
that chopping all the world’s trees might cool
the planet down. Conversely, adding trees
might warm the planet up.

The study flies in the face of conventional
wisdom. Current theory says that trees
through photosynthesis take in carbon diox-
ide and replace it with oxygen. This process
is particularly important when fuels con-
taining carbon are are burnt. Burning adds
oxygen to carbon making carbon dioxide.
And carbon dioxide, if not taken in by trees,
helps creates global warming. A warming
world creates higher sea levels. Thus islands
like the Maldives could disappear. 

But the study argues trees affect the cli-
mate in other ways than by removing car-
bon. Forests are generally dark areas and
hence they absorb more heat than other veg-
etation on the same land. This warms the
land up. On the other hand, the same area
covered by grasslands will through transpi-
ration —- the process by which plants suck
up groundwater and release it into the at-
mosphere —- will make the area cooler. How?
This will make the area cloudy and the clouds
will reflect the sun’s heat back into space. 

Bala and his colleagues tested his theory
through a computer model called the Inte-
grated Climate and Carbon Model. When
they ordered global clearcutting, the model
calculated the atmosphere’s carbon-dioxide
levels would double by 2100. Though these
levels are much higher than in normal sce-

nario, ironically it would make for a cooler
planet. This is because brighter high lati-
tudes would reflect more sunlight in winter
cooling the area by 6 degrees Centigrade. The
tropics would warm up because they are less
cloudy, but overall the planet would remain
cooler. A treeless world would thus, the study
reports in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, be 0.3 degrees Centi-
grade cooler than otherwise.

It’s important to note that different coun-
tries at different latitudes will be affected
differently. In Russia and Canada, cutting
trees is likely to lead to local cooling. On the
equator it’s a different scenario. A tropical
country would experience local warming. 

So what this suggests is that it’s not
enough to plant trees. Planting trees in con-
venient places such as Europe and North
America may actually be counterproductive.
Now, as the study shows people must also
start thinking about where in the world they
are planting their trees. 

T
he recent massacre of 32 stu-
dents by Virginia Tech killer
Cho Seung-Hui is being seen as
yet another senseless killing
spree. But a close comparison

with the Texan Tower Sniper case in 1966
shows some remarkable consistencies,
writes Bob Herbert in the New York
Times. The case was the deadliest student
shooting spree in the United States till the
Virginia killings. What happened then was
that former US marine Charles Whitman,

with a supply of am-
munition, two rifles,
pistols, food and wa-
ter, climbed a 30-foot
tower on the campus
of the  University of
Texas. He then opened
fire indiscriminately,
killing 14 students and
wounding 30 others.

James Gilligan, a
prison psychiatrist
who has spent many
years studying vio-
lence, feels that in such cases there is a pat-
tern. The murderers in most cases have
been found to be young men with be-
havioural problems. In fact, most
potential murderers and rapists
fear they may have homosex-
ual tendencies and are thus
not manly enough. Thus
they feel a need to reassert
their threatened manhood
through violence.

Not  surprisingly then,
the most common factor
in such a person is a
vitriolic hatred of
gay people and

women. And indeed in the Virginia killings
that seems to have been the case. Students
say that prior to the shooting spree, Cho re-
portedly stalked female classmates and
leaned under tables to take inappropriate

photos of women. A former room-mate
said he once heard Cho remark that

he saw ‘‘promiscuity’’ when he
looked into the eyes of a woman.

Such behaviour seems to fit in
with the Whitman case as well.

When on top of the tower,
Whitman made it a point to
shoot at a pregnant teenag-

er. She was the first of
his 14 victims. 

There are oth-
er similarities in
the two mens’ cas-
es. Both Cho and
Whitman were
loners, suffering
from behaviorial
problems and de-
pression. Both of
them also seemed
to have an idea of
what they were
doing, as they
made it a point to
explain the rea-
sons for their ac-
tions. During the
shootings, Cho is
reported to have

sent a video clip of
himself to NBC.

Whitman too wrote a
suicide note as he carried

out the killings. 
The other significant point to note is

that the shooting sprees in both cases be-
gan only after the killing of loved ones.
Cho killed his former girlfriend in a jeal-
ous rage and then went berserk. 

Whitman stabbed his wife to death in
her bed and then went across town to kill
his mother. It was only after both deaths
that he climbed the tower and began his
shooting spree.

This lethal combination of misogyny
and homophobia is helped by the fact that
violence is often seen as a solution. 
Experts say the culture of the United
States has continuously valourised vio-
lence as being both ‘right’ and ‘masculine.’
So for young men suffering from feelings
of inadequacy and psychosexual turmoil
the answer is easy. All too often, this ‘so-
lution’ is made even easier through the
easy availability of handguns and other
weapons in the United States. 

Take a look at the figures. An estimat-
ed 200 million firearms are owned by peo-
ple in the US. More than 30,000 have been
killed by these guns each year. To put this
statistic in perspective, this is 10 times the
total number of Americans who have died
in Iraq. In 1966, 17,000 Americans were
killed in gun related incidents. 

The Virginia Tech killings suggests that
40 years after the Whitman killings little
has been learnt. An article in The New
York Times in 1966 said that it was clear
that Americans of all shades of morality
and mentality were able to get their hands
on all kinds of weapons. It seems that noth-
ing has changed much since then.

VINCENT VAN
GOGH

Identity 
crisis
What•s in a name? A
great deal, if the scale
of theft of identities,
addresses, PINs, 
social security and
credit card numbers is
is anything to go by
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It•s a cooking holiday
Neelam Raaj | TNN

H itting the kitchen instead of the
beach or the backwaters may not
be everyone’s idea of a vacation.
But for curry-loving travellers who

want more than a taste of India, cooking hol-
idays are now dish du jour.

Sounds like hard (and hot) work? Not for
foodies, it isn’t. Shopping for fresh produce
in colourful local markets, getting acquainted
with the unique flavours of aromatic spices
and learning how to rustle up classics like
chicken tikka and Goan fish
curry...India’s the perfect
gourmet getaway.

Just ask Kathy, a retired
airline executive from Cal-
ifornia who has been rig-
ging up some divine dishes
in God’s Own Country. ‘‘I
have made quite a few vis-
its to India and I just love
the food here. But whenev-
er I tried it back home, I
didn’t seem to get it right,’’ says Kathy, who
opted for a three-day cooking holiday to
Haritha Farms in Kerala’s Idukki district
along with her daughter. Day one and she
has already perfected her aloo gobhi and
egg masala and is looking forward to 
trying her hand at dosas next.

From culinary students to food stylists
to people who just love Indian food, Haritha
Farms gets just about every kind of food
buff. ‘‘This holiday isn’t about shopping or

hitting all the major tourist spots; it’s about
an experience. Guests learn about spices
in our garden, visit tea plantations in
Munnar and pick up home cooking,’’ says
Jacob Mathew, who runs Haritha Farms
with his mother.

Besides Kerala, Goa is another top spot
for cooking holidays which are either or-
ganised informally through hotels or are
part of a holiday package offered by bou-
tique operators such as On The Menu. The
pet project of a group of Brits who were pas-
sionate about Indian food, On the Menu has

roped in Goa-based chef
Judy Cardoza to demystify
Indian cooking for travellers.

So what’s got everyone
hooked to gourmet get-
aways? ‘‘Everybody loves to
eat,” points out Catherine
Heald, chairman and CEO of
the New York-based Remote
Lands, which has just intro-
duced the first-ever private
jet culinary tour to India.

This October, escorted by food critic Gael
Greene and Asia expert Simon Winchester,
the jet-setters will take a cookery break in
Kochi before moving on to other Asian des-
tinations. The cost: A mere $49,950 per per-
son. The tour, which accommodates 36 and
took half a year to plan, is already about half
sold out.

‘‘Indian cuisine is very popular abroad
but it’s not always authentic. This is the per-
fect to sample and learn about Indian food,’’

says V Subramaniam, CEO of Delhi-
based ETC Travels which of-

fers culinary tours to
destinations like

Kerala and 
Rajasthan.

The Virginia Tech killings are being seen as
another senseless act of violence.
But past comparisons suggest there
might be a method to the madness 

Mass murderers in most
cases have been found
to be young men with
behavioural problems.
They often feel a need 
to reassert their
threatened manhood
through violence.

Cutting trees: A cool idea?

For travellers who
want to learn how to
rustle up their
curries and tikkas ,
India has become
one of the hottest
gourmet getaways

A separate bedroom
could work wonders
for your sex life.
Therapists say the
couple can return to
the romance of their
honeymoon days. 

Identity theft is an
appealing crime.
The police don•t
know how to catch
them and the FBI
come in only when
the fraud is $100,000
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