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When the Airlie Group acquired a struggling 
Montana coal mine last year, the intention was 
to turn it around and make a handsome return 
on investment. 
 
Instead, the Greenwich hedge fund is 
embroiled in an emotional federal lawsuit 
involving about 350 middle-class investors who 
say Airlie owes them $20 million. 
 
Advertisement The a story goes back to 2001, when the original owners of 

the Bull Mountain Mine, a 22,000-acre coal mine just outside 
Roundup, Mont., looked to raise capital in hopes of commercially producing 
coal, said plaintiff attorney Gregory Bartko of Atlanta. 
 
Three promoters - Webb Financial Group Inc., Franklin Asset Exchange 
LLC and Disciples Limited LLC - tried to find the money. They turned 
primarily to "middle-class, hard-working, unaccredited investors," Bartko 
said. 
 
Investors in hedge funds must be "accredited," or able to prove a high level 
of income and assets. 
 
With promises of 12 percent to 15 percent returns a year, the promoters 
drew more than $20 million from investors, most from North Carolina. 
 
But the mine's owners found themselves "way over their head," and the year 
passed without the promised payout, Bartko said. 
 
In September 2005, the Airlie Group became the mine's majority owners 
and assumed its unpaid debt. The hedge fund has about $1 billion under 
management and a portfolio of about 200 investments, concentrating 
heavily on bonds and bank debt, 
 
Airlie promised to pay the notes with interest by November 2006, but it 
missed the deadline and has asked for an extension in order to pump more 
money into the mine, Bartko said. 
 
He said Airlie is callously putting business before its investors - many of 
whom put half their life savings into the mine, according to Bartko. 
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"These are middle-class Americans that worked hard all their lives," he said. 
 
Many lent $50,000 to $100,000. The investor group also includes several 
churches, one of which invested more than $2 million. 
 
Calls to Airlie's Greenwich office were not returned, and the hedge fund's 
chief investment officer, Dort Cameron, did not respond to an e-mail 
requesting comment. 
 
The hedge fund's attorney, Stanley Lane, of Manhattan-based Otterbourg, 
Steindler, Houston & Rosen said he would not comment about the lawsuit. 
 
Bartko said he spent about a month negotiating with Airlie last spring. 
 
"They explained to us they were going to get deeply involved and put a lot of 
money into the mine," he said. 
 
Airlie is developing a 35-mile short-line railroad to transport the coal, 
according to court documents. The mine is expected to supply coal to a $2 
billion coal-to-liquids power plant under development. 
 
With a large capital project in the works, the hedge fund asked for a few 
extra months of forgiveness on the loan, Bartko said. 
 
Airlie and the investors entered into a settlement agreement, and according 
to court documents, in May 2006 the hedge fund signed a promissory note 
saying the debt, plus interest, would be paid by Nov. 15. In return, the 
investors promised not to file a lawsuit. 
 
This time, the investors secured the promissory note, putting the group near 
the front of the line to get paid. 
 
In November, Bartko said, Airlie sought another extension. 
 
"Defendents have openly and cavalierly indicated . . . that the financial 
resources available to the defendents are, by necessity, being diverted for 
the construction of the short rail line now under construction at the Bull 
Mountain Mine 'because it is more important that the rail line be completed 
than the (note) be timely paid,' " the lawsuit says. 
 
"We were shocked that a group with the reputation of Airlie and the people 
that run Airlie, who are top-flight private equity people, would simply say, 
'We are not going to pay you because we want to use the money to 
continue to develop the mine,' " Bartko said. 
 
"And here we have Mom and Pops waiting for their money, and they are not 
even receiving interest. They want to use their money for free," he said. 
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