THE EXTRAORDINARY JOURNEY


It has been an extraordinary journey – where a humble man with a ninth grade education . . . with no formal technical education or credentials . . . with limited skills in English . . . who had never invented anything before . . . came up with a solution to a problem that has destroyed the careers and reputations of a great many innocent victims.


This is the story of A.Z. Ramos – a simple man who came up with an elegantly simple solution to the plague of the 21st Century – namely, identity theft and credit card fraud.


Born into a working class family in the Sierra Madre Mountains in Mexico, his early life was tough by any standard.  A.Z. had to leave school in the ninth grade in order to help support his family – doing odd jobs like delivering newspapers, selling fruit and washing cars, rarely earning more than a dollar a day.  “My father taught me to be independent, so I have worked ever since I was a boy.”

On one occasion he was washing windshields of cars stopped in traffic and found himself in the middle of a fight -- over a dime.  “One of the other boys washed a windshield and got paid with an American dime.  I had never seen one before -- I was curious.  I approached him because I just wanted to see it, but he thought I was trying to steal it and we got into a fight.”


In search of a better life, the Ramos family immigrated to the United States when A.Z. was sixteen years old, making their home in Houston.  Without knowing any English, A.Z. looked for a job and began working in the construction industry, eventually getting a job hanging drywall.  “I remember my first try at hanging drywall,” he recalled, “and I didn’t know what I was doing.  It was a disaster, basically, and I got fired.  But eventually I learned the business.”


And learn it he did.  Eventually the family moved to the Southeastern United States, and A.Z. continued working in the drywall business – then in 1995 he decided to start his own contracting business.  His venture got traction, and he became a successful drywall contractor, carving a good life for his family and living the American Dream.  Quite a journey from washing windshields and fighting over a dime.  A.Z. was happy, his life was full, and he was grateful and content with his blessings.  But then, fate had another idea for him, and it came in the form of a newspaper.


“It was on a Sunday,” he recalled, “in January of 2003.  I had gone to the store to buy some groceries and I saw an article in the Charlotte Observer newspaper about identity theft.  It struck me as a terrible, terrible problem.  People’s reputations were being destroyed by these thieves on the Internet and there did not seem to be any way to stop them.  This made me sad – and angry -- so I began researching the problem and reading about credit card processing, looking at newspapers and magazines and surfing the Internet.  I looked at the problem every which way, and the key thing that I found was that all the ‘solutions’ were after the theft had happened.  Things like a credit limit being exceeded would trigger a call from the credit card company, but by then the damage had been done – it was like closing the barn doors after the horses had escaped.”
He began mapping out ideas, all of which wound up in the waste basket.  One idea involved the cardholder wearing a beeper in order to receive a call from a credit card customer service rep before a transaction occurred; but he felt that was too cumbersome – too slow with too many people in the loop.  In August 2003 he was talking about the concept with his wife at their kitchen table, trying to figure out a less complicated way to let cardholders control the transactions on their accounts.  His wife listened attentively, then put her head down on the table for a few minutes – then she raised her head and said, “All you have to do is say ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’”


To A.Z., it was like a light bulb going off, and he said, “That’s it!”  He realized the key was simplicity – along with speed and automation – and the BIG IDEA for the CreditWall® system was born.  Simply put, the way the system works is that in the credit card transaction loop from merchant, to card company, to bank, and back again; there is a separate communications channel that sends out a pre-authorization signal to the cell phone, PDA, e-mail, or landline phone of the cardholder BEFORE the transaction takes place.  Upon receiving the signal, the cardholder enters a PIN number and approves or denies the transaction.  If an identity thief is trying to buy diamond jewelry online with your credit card, the transaction stops dead in its tracks.  Further, A.Z. developed the concept of incorporating a wide range of “triggers” for the convenience of the cardholder – say, all online purchases have to be approved via CreditWall®, but point-of-sale purchases do not.  Other triggers can be linked to transaction amounts, geography, family members or employees, and even specific merchants.


With the idea in hand, and armed with the knowledge that his BIG IDEA did not exist anywhere else, A.Z. decided to patent his invention and he sought out Dallas patent lawyer Steven Thrasher.  “I have a great many, extremely smart inventor-clients.  But I have to say that in terms of a single technology that solves a massive problem – indeed, a global problem – the amount of money that can be saved by applying his patent pending idea is truly staggering.  And it is so simple!  It’s one of those things that – when you see it for the first time – you just can’t believe no one has come up with it before.  We’ve searched and searched and can’t find anything close.”


A.Z. is now excited about the possibilities.  “I know what it is like to work hard to earn a living.  When ordinary people suffer from credit card fraud and identity theft the impact can be devastating.  Now, protecting yourself is as easy as punching a button on your cell phone.”


It appears A.Z.’s extraordinary journey has just begun.
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