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P R O L O G U E

Confidence
and the Currency

Few of us question the slips of green paper that come and

go in our wallets, purses, and pockets. While we may

obsess over how much money we have, we do not scruti-

nize the notes themselves: in fact, many of us cannot remember (with-

out looking) which scenes or secular saints go with which denomina-

tion. Our ignorance is a testament to just how secure we feel about the

nation’s currency. The money is in our hands and is universally ac-

cepted at face value: that is all we need to know.

It was not always so. In the years between the Revolution and the

Civil War, money inspired not careless faith and trust, but nagging

doubt and scrutiny. Most money in circulation during these years origi-

nated not with the national government, but with sometimes shaky

private banks. This right to make money—literally—was a privilege

that bankers acquired when they obtained a corporate charter from one

of the individual states. After depositing bonds or other assets with a

state government, a bank could commission an engraver to design and

print so-called bank notes, colorful slips of paper that pledged to pay an

1
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equivalent amount of gold or silver coin—what was called specie—if

presented for redemption at the bank, and which entered into circula-

tion as the bank issued loans, transferred money, paid its debts, and

conducted its day-to-day business. The principal capitalists of the

emerging market economy, banks and bankers underwrote enterprise

while providing a medium of exchange—even if the notes they issued

were not legal tender.

Though only a few banks issued notes in the 1790s, close to two hun-

dred did by 1815, and by 1830, the number had climbed to 321. Ten years

later, the number of banks jumped again, to 711, and after dipping in

the early 1840s, skyrocketed upward. To complicate matters further,

other state-chartered corporations—insurance companies, railroads,

import and export firms, and canal companies—also issued notes at

this time, as did numerous unchartered bankers and merchants operat-

ing in defiance of the law. By the 1850s, with so many entities commis-

sioning bank notes of their own design (and in denominations, sizes,

and colors of their choosing), the money supply became a great conflu-

ence of more than ten thousand different kinds of paper that continu-

ally changed hands, baffled the uninitiated, and fluctuated in value ac-

cording to the whims of the market. Thousands of different kinds of

gold, silver, and copper coins issued by foreign governments and do-

mestic merchants complicated the mix.1

Such a multifarious monetary system was not what the framers of

the Constitution had intended. In very clear language, the document

they drafted gave the federal government the right to coin money. The

states, by contrast, could not, and were also denied the privilege of issu-

ing paper money, or “bills of credit.” Even so, state-chartered banks

ended up supplying most of the money in circulation, claiming that if

the states could not issue paper money, they could nonetheless bestow

that right on the corporations they chartered. Not everyone bought this

dubious legal argument, but there were pragmatic reasons for letting

p r o l o g u e 3



the banks alone: there was never enough gold or silver coin in circula-

tion to meet the demand for money. An obvious alternative was to have

the federal government supply a uniform paper currency, and Congress

chartered two national banks that did just that in the first few decades

of the country’s existence. Nonetheless, neither institution gained ex-

clusive control over the paper money supply, and both fell victim to

politics and neglect. By the 1830s, the state-chartered banks operated

free of federal control or oversight.2

While many editorialists and economic theorists lamented this state

of affairs, it was a novelist who painted one of the more disturbing por-

traits of this confusing system of currency and the capitalist society it

both symbolized and sustained. By the time he began writing The

Confidence Man, Herman Melville had already receded from public

view, a victim of his resistance to the demands of the popular literary

market. The novel, which arrived in bookstores during the financial

panic of 1857—when most of the nation’s banks stopped honoring their

notes—was a parable of the market economy and the paradoxical forces

that kept it alive. Set aboard a steamboat drifting down the Mississippi

on April Fools’ Day, the novel followed a shape-shifting imposter who

appears in various guises—a patent medicine salesman, a seller of stock

in a coal company, a representative of an employment agency—and en-

gages passengers in abstruse discussions about human nature, trust,

charity, and confidence. These tête-à-têtes inevitably end with him

asking his victim for “confidence” in the form of a donation, purchase,

cash advance, or loan. Some hesitate, but most accede to the confidence

man’s request. Money changes hands, the confidence man changes his

appearance, and the cycle begins anew. He operates with impunity,

for Melville’s “ship of fools” has no captain, no officers of the law, not

even the semblance of a community. The boat, “though always full of

strangers,” nevertheless “continually . . . adds to, or replaces them with

strangers still more strange.”3

4 p r o l o g u e



The final scene dwells on the confidence man watching an older

gentleman as he looks over some bank notes received in St. Louis.

Wanting to know if they are “all right,” the man turns to a publication

called a “counterfeit detector,” and lays the bills before it. After a

lengthy examination, he declares that one bill “looks to be a three dollar

bill on the Vicksburgh Trust and Insurance Banking Company,” but

hesitates, noting that “the Detector says, among fifty other things, that,

if a good bill, it must have, thickened here and there into the substance

of the paper, little wavy spots of red . . . being made by the lint of a red

silk handkerchief stirred upon the paper-maker’s vat—the paper being

made to order for the company.” But he cannot find the telltale red

marks: the note has circulated too much and has become worn. Des-

perate to unequivocally classify the note as genuine or counterfeit, the

elderly man enters a spiral of uncertainty. “I don’t know, I don’t know

. . . there’s so many marks of all sorts to go by, it makes it . . . kind of

uncertain.” The old man—whether because of his failing eyesight or a

more metaphorical blindness—never determines whether the bill is

counterfeit or not, and the novel ends on this note of uncertainty.4

The scene comes close to capturing how difficult it became to deter-

mine the authenticity and value of money by the 1850s. How could a

person reliably distinguish between the real and the counterfeit, be-

tween the “all right” and the outright fake? Could secret signs embed-

ded in the bill offer a reliable marker of authenticity? Failing that,

could some other authority—a so-called counterfeit detector—delin-

eate the line between the solid and the spurious by initiating readers

into the cabalistic secrets of the currency? Or might it be better to take

the money at face value, whether counterfeit or not? These dilemmas

intensified over the first half of the nineteenth century. When only a

few banks issued notes, it was relatively easy to remember the different

designs, and detecting counterfeit notes—at least poorly made ones—

remained a relatively simple task. But as the decades passed, and the
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market economy extended to the most remote corners of the new na-

tion, bank notes drifted ever farther from the institutions that issued

them, making it increasingly difficult to decipher these monetary

hieroglyphs, much less spot a counterfeit. “There are very few persons,

if any, in the United States,” concluded one commentator in the early

1860s, “who can truthfully declare their ability to detect at a glance any

fraudulent paper money . . . In spite of all precautions,” he observed,

“every merchant has his pile of counterfeit money, and his hourly fear

of having it increased.”5

It staggers the imagination to comprehend the extent and ubiquity

of counterfeiting during the first half of the nineteenth century. “We

seem about to become liable to be called a nation of counterfeiters!” pre-

dicted Hezekiah Niles in 1818. Niles, whose Weekly Register was the pre-

mier financial publication of the day, looked with horror at the prolifer-

ation of fraudulent paper. “Counterfeiters and false bank notes are so

common, that forgery seems to have lost its criminality in the minds of

many.” Just how common the problem had become was hard to quan-

tify, but most agreed that it had reached remarkable levels by the early

1800s. “The whole country was deluged with counterfeit money,” re-

called John Neal of his childhood as an apprentice storekeeper in

Maine. “Ten per cent . . . of all that was in circulation was absolutely

worthless; being either counterfeit, or the floating issue of broken

banks.” Subsequent estimates echo such figures, though in times of

financial distress or in regions where counterfeiting was particularly

rife, observers believed that counterfeits and other kinds of fraudulent

bills accounted for as much as half of the paper money in circulation.

Such figures may better reflect anxiety about counterfeiting than the

actual number of counterfeits, but even conservative estimates suggest

that the problem was hardly a trifling one. So pervasive had counter-

feiting become by the 1830s that enterprising publishers began issuing

6 p r o l o g u e
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“counterfeit detectors” like the one that Melville’s character consulted.

Close to eighty such publications flourished in the antebellum era, tes-

tament to the growing number of fraudulent notes.6

Counterfeits proliferated, but so too did the very categories of coun-

terfeit money, which assumed guises beyond mere imitations. Counter-

feiters exploited people’s unfamiliarity with the currency by issuing

“spurious notes” that bore no resemblance whatsoever to the genuine

article. Others produced notes with their title, locality, or denomina-

tion erased and a new version put in its place—so-called altered or

raised notes. Still others dropped all pretense of authenticity and arro-

gated the privilege of banking, producing notes that sounded plausi-

ble—the Merchants’ Bank of Utica, for instance—but which existed

only within the counterfeit economy. Such notes, while deemed coun-

terfeit, blurred imperceptibly into yet another category of fraud, that

is, the notes of wildcat banks—institutions founded by unscrupulous

financiers in remote areas for the express purpose of making it difficult,

if not impossible, for the notes to be exchanged for gold and silver. For

most people, the proliferation of these overlapping categories of real

and imagined fraud made the task of sorting out the genuine from the

counterfeit next to impossible.7

Even the notes of legitimate banks might migrate into counterfeit

territory in the wake of economic distress or panic. Hezekiah Niles

claimed not to “see any real difference, in point of fact, between a set of

bank directors, who make and issue notes for 5, 10, or 100 dollars, which

are not worth the money stated on the face of them, which they delib-

erately promise to pay with a previous resolution not to pay, and a gang

of fair, open, honest counterfeiters. One speculates by law, and the other

against the law; but both are speculators and have [a] unity of interest.”

Casting his eyes over a pile of bills scattered on his desk, Niles observed

that “some of them are called genuine and a few pronounced to be coun-

terfeits. But the latter are just as valuable as the former—and it seems

8 p r o l o g u e



impossible to draw a distinction between them; their intention and

effect being the same.” Such comparisons swiftly gained credibility.

Nearly two decades later, former president John Quincy Adams

watched the nation’s banks suspend specie payments in the wake of the

panic of 1837. The only difference between a bank director and a coun-

terfeiter, he opined, was that the counterfeiter gave “evidence of supe-

rior skill and superior modesty. It requires more talent to sign another

man’s name than one’s own and the counterfeiter does at least his work

in the dark, while the suspenders of specie payments [are] brazen in the

face of day, and laugh at the victims and dupes, who have put faith in

their promises.”8

The rhetoric and reality of banking and counterfeiting raised unset-

tling questions about the foundations of the capitalist system that

flourished from the late eighteenth century onward. Bank notes, which

put the “capital” in capitalism, were nothing more than glorified IOUs,

“promises to pay” that legally entitled the bearer to present the note at

the issuing institution and receive the face value in specie. Put differ-

ently, bank notes represented both wealth and debt. Notes conse-

quently circulated at a value relative to the perception that the bank

could redeem its promises, and notes passed “below par” (below face

value) if a consensus developed that the bank had insufficient assets on

hand to meet its obligations. Of course, few banks had sufficient specie

in their vaults to redeem all their promises. As one critic observed, pa-

per money was nothing more than “credit-money, or confidence-money,”

resting as it did on a “promise to pay, which, by universal understanding,

is meant to signify a promise to pay on condition of not being required to

do so.” Most banks had many more notes in circulation than specie on

hand to meet their obligations. Counterfeiting, then, was only part of a

much larger problem. Notes might be genuine, but the bank that issued

them might be unable—or unwilling—to redeem them.9

These twin threats—bad notes and bad banks—varied in impor-

p r o l o g u e 9



tance depending on how they affected that most important asset of pa-

per money: its ability to be passed to someone else. This led to some

unusual distinctions. As one detective later reminisced, “It was a popu-

lar remark among men of business at this time that they preferred a

good counterfeit on a solid bank to any genuine bill upon [a] shyster

institution.” Beyond testifying to a perennial shortage of commercial

ethics, such practices acknowledged that distinctions between counter-

feit money and real money had yet to coalesce. Whether a note was

counterfeit or not, or whether the bank that issued it could ultimately

make good on its promise to pay, mattered little at the moment money

changed hands—that is, when someone else took the bank note be-

cause he or she felt confident they could find another person who

would accept it. As John Neal recalled, “In our establishment, all such

moneys, whether counterfeit, or only questionable, were always put

back into the till”—to await an appropriate, if unsuspecting, customer.

Value, then, was not something inert, something inherent in the note

itself, the way that gold in a coin was thought to have an intrinsic value.

Far from it: value was something that materialized and became tangi-

ble when the note was exchanged, when one person put confidence in

the note of another. Only then, at that instant, would an intrinsically

worthless piece of paper come to mean something more.10

Counterfeiters grasped this essential truth, which applied not only to

bank notes, but also to the emergent market economy as a whole.

Confidence was the engine of economic growth, the mysterious senti-

ment that permitted a country poor in specie but rich in promises to

create something from nothing. “Confidence is the indispensable basis

of all sorts of business transactions,” claims Melville’s rogue at one

point. “Without it, commerce between man and man, as between

country and country, would, like a watch, run down and stop.” Coun-

terfeiters, arguably the most ubiquitous and sophisticated of all con-

10 p r o l o g u e



fidence men, likewise understood that confidence was fragile, incapable

of withstanding close scrutiny. Anyone who looked too carefully at

what stood behind a bill would destroy it, just like the farmer in the

fairy tale who, in trying to find out how the goose laid golden eggs,

killed the priceless bird. Bills could function whether counterfeit or

not, so long as they entered into circulation with enough trust on the

part of the person receiving them. At its core, capitalism was little more

than a confidence game. As long as confidence flourished, even the

most far-fetched speculations could get off the ground, wealth would

increase, and bank notes—the very pieces of paper that made it all pos-

sible—would circulate.11

The challenge of playing that game intensified with the rapid rise of

an expansive commercial society in the eighteenth century. Each per-

son’s fate was increasingly tied to individuals and institutions that he

or she did not know and could not comprehend. New paper instru-

ments—bills of exchange and bills of credit—functioned as proxies for

distant financial forces. While the proliferation of paper was well under

way in the colonial era, it moved with startling speed in the early re-

public. The bank notes that began circulating in this era were an ex-

pression of a new organization of society, for they enabled a far greater

level of economic anonymity than other forms of money in use at this

time: personal checks drawn on bank accounts; drafts, which were

checks drawn on individuals instead of banks; book credits, which per-

mitted individuals to settle accounts periodically rather than exchange

cash on a daily basis; and promissory notes, a person’s promise to pay a

specified sum on a future date. Unlike bank notes, these instruments

worked best at enabling transactions between individuals who already

knew each other. Strangers rarely passed checks to other strangers; nor

could they write out a draft, claim a book credit, or issue a promissory

note on someone unfamiliar with their creditworthiness. All of these

p r o l o g u e 11



pieces of paper rested on the trust and confidence of familiars: farmers

and merchants who settled accounts in the spring and fall; businessmen

borrowing money from others in a tight-knit community of commerce;

wholesalers purchasing goods from a trusted importer. Financial trans-

actions involving these devices all rested on the personal ties within cir-

cles of known and long-standing associates and rarely circulated be-

yond them.12

Bank notes were different. They originated with often distant cor-

porations, entered into the streams of commerce, and floated far away

from the legal abstractions that had issued them. Anyone could use

them; their worth did not depend on the assets of the individual who

presented them, but on confidence in corporate fortunes. Strangers

could use them when transacting business with other strangers, and

bank notes thus became the preferred payment in retail transactions,

where individuals who had never met and might never meet again

could do business. And it was in this newly anonymous setting that the

counterfeiter, like all confidence men, made his money. Presenting a

bank note at a shop, liquor den, or store, the counterfeiter implicitly

raised questions that cut to the core contradictions of an emergent

commercial society—a society where commodities, currency, reputa-

tions, and flesh-and-blood people increasingly floated free of custom,

tradition, and place. In this atmosphere of swift and dizzying change,

how could one have confidence in bank notes tendered by a stranger?

How could one have confidence in the paper promises of a strange

bank? The counterfeiter symbolized the perceived perils of an increas-

ingly mobile, anonymous society, one in which credit slipped the

bounds of individual reputation and drifted out into the wider world.

Value in this system did not rest, as it does today, on something that

could maintain the illusion of operating outside the day-to-day market

economy, such as the nation-state. Rather, value disappeared into an

12 p r o l o g u e



endless series of private hands, each issuing paper promises dependent

on yet more paper promises.13

Both counterfeiters and capitalists thrived within this system, and to

a certain extent, the story of one is the story of the other. As the federal

government abdicated its constitutional authority over the currency,

and the right to make money became ever more dispersed, counterfeit-

ers and capitalists flourished together. Every bank note had its counter-

feit counterpart, so that two economies emerged simultaneously, mirror

images of each other. As Hezekiah Niles and John Quincy Adams rec-

ognized, both bankers and counterfeiters issued bills or notes with little

or nothing in the way of assets backing their promises to pay, and both

drew their energy from the same boundless faith that slips of paper

could, with the elixir of confidence, take the place of gold and silver

coin. And yet the similarity went deeper. To the “legitimate” business

community, counterfeiters lurked about like a company of ghostly dou-

bles. Many merchants and financial writers referred to counterfeiters as

“bankers” or “capitalists,” a tacit acknowledgment that these criminals

conducted their affairs with a comparable level of sophistication.

Counterfeiters fashioned elaborate schemes for producing and distrib-

uting counterfeit notes, building a vast shadow economy similar in

scope and scale to more orthodox avenues of making money. “So sys-

tematic, indeed, has this nefarious traffic become of late,” complained

the editors of the National Police Gazette in 1849, “that the great dealers

execute orders for the town and country with the same method and

regularity, as manufacturers in fair branches of trade.”14

Players in this illicit economy employed many of the same technolo-

gies, people, and practices as conventional capitalists did. The same ad-

vances in bank note engraving that promised to provide protection

from counterfeit notes instead opened the floodgates to new and dan-

gerous frauds. The same skilled (but struggling) artisans who engraved

p r o l o g u e 13



notes on behalf of the banks also moonlighted as counterfeiters. The

same dies and plates used to print genuine notes ended up in the hands

of counterfeiters. The same laborers who eked out marginal wages in

the mills and factories of the capitalist class supplemented their income

with counterfeit money. And the same “counterfeit detectors” pub-

lished to assist the unwary became useful tools for passing counterfeit

notes. Even those charged with policing the economy worked both

sides of the fence, lending a hand to the very counterfeiters they were

supposed to prosecute. In all of this, the border between the real and

the counterfeit became blurry, and the counterfeiter and his minions

became ghosts in the machine of American capitalism, simultaneously

reflecting and questioning the values that lay behind the unrestrained

pursuit of profit.

Not that capitalists and counterfeiters operated with impunity. A

host of laws and regulations sought to restrain both legitimate and ille-

gitimate commerce. But such codes, largely instituted and (imper-

fectly) enforced on a local level, did little to regulate either legal or

illegal commercial transactions that stretched beyond village or city

jurisdictions, state lines, or even national boundaries. Whatever their

intent, laws had rather limited bearing on either the corporations that

issued bank notes or the counterfeiters who imitated them. Only in the

most established and financially conservative portions of the country

did regulatory regimes enjoy a measure of success. Otherwise, money

makers of all stripes operated with minimal oversight, especially in ar-

eas of the country where institutional authority was weak or ineffectual:

the rough-and-tumble world of the frontier, the burgeoning urban

underworlds, even the steamboats plying the western rivers that for

Melville symbolized the anonymity and anarchy of the modern mar-

ketplace.15

And yet the system worked. For all the counterfeit bank bills, raised
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and altered notes, and dubious currency in circulation, the United

States was hardly held back by these illicit additions to the money sup-

ply. Between the Revolution and the Civil War, the nation’s economy

grew by leaps and bounds, expanding at a clip not seen since. Perhaps,

in a nation poor in gold and silver but rich in promise, counterfeit notes

and their close cousins helped meet the growing desire for credit and

capital. Indeed, all the invidious comparisons between bankers and

counterfeiters hinted at a deeper truth. This was a country whose in-

habitants desperately needed and wanted money to make their dreams

a reality, and where the banks fell short, counterfeiters proved more

than willing to pick up the slack. Many people in the business of bank-

ing viewed counterfeiting as a small price to pay for a system of money

creation governed not by the edicts of a central bank or the fiscal arm of

the state, but by insatiable private demand for credit in the form of

bank notes.

What follows is a chronicle of counterfeiting, but it is more broadly

the story of those bank notes and what they represented. Throughout

this period, bank notes symbolized the dramatic economic transforma-

tion taking place. Entrepreneurs borrowed money in the form of bank

notes; factory owners paid wages in bank notes; farmers who took their

crops to market accepted payment in bank notes. They were markers of

the market revolution; they were capitalism incarnate.16 But the brand

of capitalism symbolized by bank notes reveals a very different eco-

nomic ethos than the one Max Weber identified in his classic treatise

on the “spirit of capitalism.” It is not the plodding, methodical, gradual

pursuit of wealth that unfolds in the succeeding pages; instead, the his-

tory of bank notes, both real and counterfeit, captures the get-rich-

quick scheme, the confidence game, and the mania for speculation that

obsessed Melville and the nation during this era. This alchemical vi-

sion of wealth creation—the magical transformation of flimsy paper
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into concrete capital—is part of the hidden history of the nation’s eco-

nomic development, and to see the counterfeit economy is to gain a

glimpse of that spirit. After all, the activities of banking, counterfeiting,

and speculative capitalism coexisted on a continuum. As Hezekiah

Niles observed, if “the Daemon of Avarice [was] the author of modern

banking,” so too was “banking the fountain of counterfeiting.” Or as

the Working Man’s Advocate lamented, observing the proliferation of

both banks and counterfeiters, “ ‘Make money, honestly, if you can, but

at all events, make money,’ seems to be the rule of the present day; for

there is scarcely a section of the country to which we turn where we

will not see some people industriously making money.”17

If the story of counterfeiting is the story of the confidence game that

is at the heart of speculative capitalism, it is also the story of people.

Economic history too often traffics in numbers more than names, and

the history of counterfeiting is nothing if not a tale of legendary indi-

viduals, outsized personalities, and curious characters who exploited

the ethical ambiguities of a market-driven society to survive and thrive

at this time. Long before the outlaws of the late nineteenth century

seized the popular imagination, tales of individual counterfeiters be-

came the scrim through which people experiencing the market revolu-

tion could perceive and project their hopes, fears, anxieties, envy, and

admiration. Counterfeiters’ reputations could easily accommodate this

range of sentiments because they reflected the capitalist ethos of mak-

ing money while hijacking the totems of an emergent market economy.

That the boundary between the counterfeit and the real, between fed-

eral sovereignty and state sovereignty, between criminals and bankers,

was so murky and ill-defined only made the persona of the counter-

feiter all the more capable of encompassing such contradictory im-

pulses.18

The counterfeiters whose enterprises are the focus of this book did
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not observe boundaries of individual and political identity; nor did they

have much respect for geographical boundaries. Like the bank notes

they imitated, they floated free of their original moorings, roaming

across state and national borders with remarkable ease. From the wilds

of the border region between Vermont and Canada to the gullies and

caves of the Western Reserve; from the rum shops and oyster cellars of

New York City to the rough-and-tumble society of the Mississippi

River Valley; and even farther west, to the gold fields of California,

counterfeiters drifted to the external and internal margins of the na-

tion, where they could operate with relative impunity, free from the

threat of organized law enforcement and the disapproval of communi-

ties in more established regions of the country. The succeeding chap-

ters illuminate their stories, as well as track those who tried—and more

often than not, failed—to put an end to illicit money making: bounty

hunters, bankers, engravers, detectives, and even the publishers of the

“counterfeit detectors” that Melville satirized. Throughout this history

of counterfeiting and counterfeits, particular attention has been paid

to authenticity, and the words uncovered in the historical record—

whether written in a letter, transcribed in the course of taking a deposi-

tion, or spoken in the halls of a legislature—have been reproduced here

in their original format, complete with misspellings and archaic punc-

tuation.

If the story of counterfeiting necessarily traverses the nation’s more

remote borders, boundaries, and far-flung corners, it is also the story of

our nation at that time, for debates over counterfeiting, currency, and

capitalism repeatedly raised unanswered questions about national iden-

tity, and indeed, about whether this was really a nation at all. Those

questions boiled down to a simple choice. Should the nation control

the currency, or should the right to print and mint money belong to the

very capitalists who wanted it most? Those questions originated in the
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eighteenth century, when the individual colonies first flouted imperial

authority by printing their own money. And while the federal constitu-

tion attempted to reassert centralized control, matters turned out oth-

erwise. Consequently, every note of a state-chartered bank struck eco-

nomic nationalists as a nagging reminder of the federal government’s

abdication of its right to regulate; every counterfeit seemed to flout the

authority of the nation-state. At times, the country seemed less a co-

herent whole than a collection of self-interested strivers united only

in their restless ambition, their hatred of monopoly, and their love of

lucre.

Indeed, during this era the country itself was as much a counterfeit

as the money that circulated within its borders. Like the promises to

pay that adorned bank notes, there was little substance to the nation’s

claims of sovereignty over the individual states. Whether or not the

federal government held the upper hand over the state governments

was an unresolved and bitterly contested question for at least the first

seventy years of the nation’s existence. Whether the issue was the War

of 1812, tariffs on manufactured goods, or most important, the looming

question of slavery, the nation was beset from threats to its continued

existence from within and without, and the idea of a permanent, en-

during union existed more on paper than in practice. This was espe-

cially true when it came to monetary matters, over which the federal

government exercised next to no control for much of this period.

Though economic nationalists repeatedly tried to rein in private money

making of all kinds, they would have to wait until the conflagration of

the Civil War before the interests of the currency and the country be-

came irrevocably intertwined.

Over the course of that conflict, a reinvigorated federal government

banned the issue of notes by state-chartered banks and other corpora-

tions, and replaced them with a common national currency founded on
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an almost mystical faith in the credit of the country. Confidence in the

currency no longer rested on the diffuse and almost infinite number of

variables that governed the values of privately issued bank notes.

Rather, it depended on faith in a new abstraction—the nation—that

transcended both the market economy and the individuals and corpo-

rations constituting it. As a consequence, counterfeiting went from be-

ing a nuisance to being a threat to national sovereignty and sanctity. In

response, the government founded a national police force that extir-

pated the counterfeit economy and the uncertainties that accompanied

it. A modern nation and a genuine currency emerged from the ashes of

the Civil War, and faith in one became synonymous with confidence in

the other, an equivalence that has intensified and solidified in the suc-

ceeding century and a half.

That prospect was unimaginable at the time Melville published his

parable of the market economy. To visit the world he knew and experi-

ence its contradictions and ambiguities is to venture into a strange do-

main where shadows turn to substance, appearances become realities,

and whispers of confidence transmute worthless pieces of paper into

gleaming gold. It is a world that has disappeared, yet its spirit lives on

in other incarnations, be they speculative bubbles, stock market gam-

bles, or myriad get-rich schemes. We may no longer scrutinize the

money that passes through our hands, but the great confidence game of

capitalism is alive and well.
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O N E

Bordering
on Alchemy

Legend has it that in the spring of 1806, a caravan of

twenty or so men mounted on horseback threaded their

way across “the lines,” the contested borderland separat-

ing Vermont and Canada. No ordinary group of travelers, they proba-

bly moved by night along a rutted dirt road, concealed beneath stands

of maple and birch trees. Possibly it was a clear night; if so, moon-

light may have bathed the band each time they crossed a clearing in the

forest. Their apparent leader would have cast the longest shadow: he

was a tall man who no doubt carried a menacing array of weaponry—a

brace of pistols, perhaps, or at the very least, a rifle and knife. When

the road opened into a farmer’s field a few miles north of the border, he

and his men likely dismounted before making their way on foot toward

a cluster of outbuildings and barns that circled a stone house a short

distance away.

An innocent observer could be forgiven for thinking that a band of

brigands was loose, bent on making mischief in a region already infa-

mous for its lawlessness. But this company of men, led by legendary
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Vermont sheriff Mike Barron, had crossed the boundary lines on busi-

ness of a more law-abiding nature. The farm belonged to the notorious

Stephen Burroughs, a man whom Barron’s biographer aptly described

as “a most shrewd and accomplished villain . . . especially in the busi-

ness of manufacturing and issuing counterfeit currency.” It was in this

unusual line of work that Burroughs achieved lasting fame, and tales of

his prowess as a counterfeiter—and his demonstrated ability to escape

the most vigilant captors—circulated as widely as the bogus bank notes

he issued.1

Accounts of what happened next contradict one another. According

to Barron’s biographer, the sheriff and his men stormed the house and

rushed upstairs. As they burst into the counterfeiter’s room, Burroughs

drew a pistol from beneath his pillow, only to have it struck from his

hand as Barron and his men overpowered and bound him. In the

“clearer light of morning,” Burroughs recognized his captor—they had

crossed paths previously—and entreated him to unbind his arms. “Col-

onel Mike,” he supposedly said, “you are a gentleman, and so am I; un-

bind my arms, and I give you my word of honor that I will be entirely

subject to your orders.” Burroughs, who was by all accounts “kind,

courteous, and gentlemanly in his appearance and manners,” had a way

of getting what he wanted, and the sheriff succumbed to his charms—

only to turn around a few moments later and find that Burroughs was

aiming another pistol at him. The counterfeiter pulled the trigger, but

according to one source, “no report followed. It had missed fire!”

Wresting the gun from him, Barron asked Burroughs what he had

meant to do. “I meant to shoot you,” Burroughs replied, honest for

once.2

Did events unfold in such dramatic fashion? Possibly, though this

was neither the first nor the last time that Burroughs had pulled the

trigger of a pistol, only to have it mysteriously misfire. He may have
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been a criminal, but as this same account conceded, he was “skilled not

in . . . deeds of violence and blood, but in diverting tricks of deception.”

Tales of cold-blooded attempted murder collide with the reality that he

never wounded or killed another person. Possibly the exaggerations of

Burroughs’s villainy aimed to ensure that his life would not appear too

attractive to impressionable readers. Like the condemned prisoners of

the colonial era who warned the crowd gathered below the gallows not

to follow in their footsteps, it was thought important that Burroughs’s

life instruct, not inspire. As Barron’s biographer duly noted upon relat-

ing this anecdote of Burroughs’s arrest, the infamous counterfeiter re-

pented in later years, and was “said to have been in the habit of giving

good advice to young men, telling them not to do as he had done, for

he had found the way of the transgressor to be hard.”3

Perhaps. Whatever happened that morning, contrition was the last

thing on Burroughs’s mind as the sheriff marched him to Montreal un-

der armed guard and handed him over to British authorities. “These

distinguished heroes returned home to their own country,” recalled

Burroughs thirty years later, his pen dripping with sarcasm. His cap-

tors, he complained, “published in their periodicals, a flaming account

of this brilliant and dauntless expedition!!!” Indeed, he continued, “the

exultation of the Romans on the death of Hannibal was in no pro-

portion to the triumph of the Americans at this wonderful display

of courage and sagacity performed by their illustrious citizens.” But

did everyone join the jubilation when they received the tidings that

“Stephen Burroughs, of money-making memory” had finally fallen into

the clutches of the law? For all the infamy attached to his reputation—

the word “notorious” invariably appeared before his name, like some

grim honorific—Burroughs enjoyed a measure of secret admiration,

even awe. He was, in the words of many a newspaper, a “celebrated

character,” and the “first consul of bank bill counterfeiters.” His best-
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selling memoirs, published in 1798, chronicled a long and successful ca-

reer as a con man, seducer, and counterfeiter, and cemented his bur-

geoning reputation as a trickster and folk hero who invariably outwit-

ted the wealthy and the powerful. He proved an appealing figure,

despite (or because) of his roguery, and as tales of his exploits spread in

print and by word of mouth, Burroughs became the first outlaw—but

by no means the last—to capture in equal measure his country’s careful

condemnation and its reluctant respect.4

As Burroughs languished in prison facing the prospect of ignomini-

ous deportation or death, he managed yet once more to live up to the

expectations of both his detractors and admirers. One morning late in

November, shortly before his trial was to begin, his jailer found the

door to Burroughs’s cell ajar and the famed counterfeiter missing. An

alarm was raised, and a substantial reward offered, but Burroughs had

vanished. A local sheriff brought in to investigate could only con-

clude that Burroughs had procured a false key, freed himself from his

cell, walked down the corridor of the jail, and surmounted the final

barrier—a door secured by an iron bar—with the help of his son, who

then ushered his father to freedom. The sheriff believed that Bur-

roughs would flee the country, but the counterfeiter did no such thing.5

“Money-making” was his destiny, and he returned once more to the

wilds of what is now Quebec, where he would continue to ply his trade

for several more years, furnishing the United States with yet more

counterfeit money—and simultaneously exasperating and entertaining

the new nation with more stories of his deceptions, inventions, and

imitations.

Why did Burroughs evoke such a contradictory welter of reactions?

On some deep and disturbing level, Burroughs embodied the profound

economic and social dislocations of the post-Revolutionary era; he rep-

resented both the promise and the peril of an emergent market econ-
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omy. His adult years spanned a tumultuous period in which the rigid

hierarchies of colonial times finally dissolved, replaced by the more

fluid social order of a democratic commercial society. Self-fashioning

and self-advancement slowly became a viable way of life for a growing

number of white men, and Burroughs, who counterfeited with equal

ease both bank notes and identities, symbolized this new ethos.6 In-

deed, in a society increasingly focused on the pursuit of easy wealth,

Burroughs appeared to both his critics and his admirers as an extreme

incarnation of the self-made man, one who thrived in a society where

identity was increasingly malleable and imitable and where capitalism

and counterfeiting could coexist as two sides of the same coin.

This conflation of categories accompanied the rise of note-issuing

banks in the late eighteenth century. Like the colonial governments of

Burroughs’s youth, which issued paper money to provide a circulating

medium for their specie-poor economies, the state-chartered banks of

the new nation skirted legal barriers to pump credit into the economy.

The successful circulation of these bills depended on what seemed, at

the time, an almost magical belief that bank notes constituted wealth,

that paper could pass as gold. Burroughs, it appeared to many, simply

carried these acts of alchemy one step further, issuing imitations from

his own “bank.” Tales of his exploits soon spread, and Burroughs be-

came the real and imagined source of every counterfeit note in circula-

tion. In the process, he embodied the common spirit animating the

conventional and illicit pursuit of wealth in the post-Revolutionary era,

a time when the right to “make money”—literally and figuratively—

went from being a privilege of the few to a franchise of the many, and

the distinction between bankers and men like Burroughs became hard

to discern.

In Burroughs’s case, the confusing contours of the border between

crime and capitalism found a corollary in the boundaries of the nation
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itself. Burroughs did not ply his trade within the United States, but

instead commenced counterfeiting in the highly contested region sepa-

rating the United States and Canada. As a border region, it proved

resistant to the usual mechanisms of state control, especially those of

a fledgling nation like the United States. Though the framers of the

Constitution had envisioned a strong national government, the United

States did little at this stage to protect the currency and the coun-

try from the counterfeiters who lurked on its margins. Burroughs

thus came to symbolize not only the conflation of capitalism and coun-

terfeiting, but also the limits of American economic and political au-

thority. Worse, his much-publicized depredations inspired a host of

imitators, all of whom helped make counterfeiting an integral part of

economic life in the early republic. If some of his successors cultivated

equally outsized reputations, Burroughs remained in popular folklore

the quintessential counterfeiter. He was the original against which all

imitators would be weighed, measured, and valued.

The Promise of Paper

Despite his reputation, Burroughs was hardly the first to forge an

identity, much less a piece of currency. Con men and counterfeiters

had long thrived in England amid the dissolution of feudal structures

of authority and the rise of a more anonymous commercial society.

These criminal subcultures took root in the future United States not

along after the first settlers arrived.7 Nonetheless, it was not until the

late seventeenth century that counterfeiters began plying their trade

on a grand scale, churning out a steady stream of bogus coins made

of pewter and debased gold and silver. Though successful, the signal

achievement of this first generation of homegrown criminals was not

the manufacture of false coin, but the printing of fraudulent paper
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money. Counterfeiters had plenty of opportunities to hone this particu-

lar branch of their craft during the eighteenth century, for the colonists

led not only the mother country but also the rest of Europe in discover-

ing the virtues and vices of paper currency. Indeed, by the time Bur-

roughs was born, the impulse to substitute extrinsic confidence in paper

currency for the intrinsic virtues of gold and silver was already well es-

tablished in the colonies, arguably more so than any other place in the

world.

Americans’ faith in paper currency, though, was less a choice than a

necessity. As the colonists who first arrived on the shores of the fu-

ture United States discovered, the land contained little in the way

of precious metals, in contrast to the more established colonies of Latin

America. While a motley assortment of Spanish pieces of eight, Portu-

guese reales, and British coins and copper tokens circulated in America,

most such currency did not linger long in colonial coffers, but returned

overseas to pay for much-needed finished goods. A persistent trade

imbalance, and the popularity of mercantilist economic philosophy,

which equated the accumulation of specie with national wealth, only

increased the likelihood that gold and silver in the colonies would

eventually end up in the mother country. What little coin remained

in America often disappeared into hoards or into the melting pots of

jewelers, silversmiths, and goldsmiths, where it could be put to more

profitable use.8

In the absence of sufficient specie, the need for a circulating medium

remained. Book credits and barter could only go so far in facilitating

economic exchange. Particularly in the growing seaport cities, mer-

chants needed something a bit more fungible than a cow, a bolt of

cloth, or a peck of grain when they paid for goods or settled debts.

Colonial governments consequently sanctioned a host of commodity

monies beginning in the early seventeenth century. Tobacco, iron nails,
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and animal pelts all served as crude currencies, with a legislative fiat

setting up equivalence between the commodity and a specified number

of shillings or pennies. Though such makeshift monies circulated, they

proved an unreliable store or measure of value, because their prices

fluctuated far more than precious metals did. Wampum, strings of clam

shell beads that could be traded with the Indians for pelts, proved a

better substitute for specie. First adopted by the Dutch and then by the

English, wampum nonetheless fell victim to overproduction, counter-

feiting, and the growing scarcity of beaver. One by one, the colonies re-

voked its legal tender status by the end of the seventeenth century.9

The Massachusetts Bay Colony took the lead in formulating solu-

tions to the currency shortage. It issued the first colonial coinage in

1652, a series of substandard coins made from low-grade Spanish silver

gathered from illegal trade in the Caribbean. Imperial authorities put a

stop to the mint in 1682, but this did not curtail the colony’s experi-

mentation. Eight years later, in the midst of the imperial conflicts be-

tween Britain and France, Massachusetts struggled to find a way to

fund its contribution to the war effort. The solution—issuing “bills of

credit” that would circulate as money—marked a radical departure in

monetary practice. Though printed to pay for soldiers and supplies, the

preamble to the law justified the move by citing “the present poverty

and calamities of the country, and through a scarcity of money, the

want of an adequate measure of commerce.” War or no war, the colo-

nies would have a circulating medium, one that could be used to pay

private debts and public taxes, and grease the wheels of commerce.

This was the first government-backed bank in the Western world to is-

sue public notes, but it was hardly the last: the Massachusetts colony

resorted to successive issues of paper money, as did almost every other

colony in the future United States. All these issues ostensibly origi-

nated as attempts to shoulder (or defer) the burden of waging imperial
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wars, but did as much to pump credit into the economy. The colonies

lacked the customary forms of capital, but could make do with slips of

paper that passed from hand to hand, affirming a common confidence

in future prosperity.10

The gradual adoption of different forms of paper money on both

sides of the ocean—first by Massachusetts, then by the Bank of Eng-

land a few years later, and eventually by all the colonies—marked a sea

change in thinking about the nature of monetary value. An earlier tra-

dition of economic thought held that gold and silver were the only
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source of value: immutable, intrinsic, absolute, transcendent. This “bul-

lionist” view maintained that precious metals, which predated the rise

of civil society, necessarily existed beyond the realm of government and

human agency. John Locke was perhaps the most eloquent defender of

this position, though he held that only silver, not gold, constituted

“real” money. In contrast to bullionist thinking, an emergent liberal tra-

dition saw money as a commodity, responsive to economic supply and

demand, as well as to the interventions of banks and governments. In

other words, because the value of money derived from extrinsic forces,

a surrogate for gold and silver such as paper could do the job just as

well. While Locke’s belief in the intrinsic value of money continued to

attract adherents well into the nineteenth and even twentieth centuries,

the future belonged to paper currency. Indeed, though during the first

three centuries of paper money there lingered an attachment to the il-

lusion that specie stood behind its promises, experience demonstrated

otherwise. In reality, the value of paper money depended ultimately on

the confidence that participants in the market economy accorded it.11

There was in all of this a hint of the magical, or at the very least,

magic by other means. In fact, some of the very first proposals for issu-

ing paper currency originated with a coterie of Puritan intellectuals

who had a double obsession with money and magic. Samuel Hartlib, a

scientist active in the founding of the Royal Society, was the center of

this group. He wrote on economic matters and believed that an in-

crease in money would lead to an increase in economic activity. “The

more there is of money in any Nation, the quicker also must all those

wayes be, wherein money is ordinarily imployed.” Hartlib and the circle

of thinkers around him—including George Starkey and John Win-

throp Jr. in Massachusetts—pursued extensive studies in alchemy in

the hopes of increasing the stock of money. While eventually frustrated

in their ambitions, these men eventually settled on paper money as a
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roundabout means of achieving the alchemical effect. A 1652 pamphlet

on bank currency authored by a member of the Hartlib circle made the

connection explicit, likening such money to “the Elixir or Philosopher’s

Stone.”12

That paper money could function as a proxy for alchemy did not es-

cape the detractors of the new money, either. In 1714, in the midst of

debates over currency in Massachusetts, Paul Dudley accused the pro-

ponents of paper money of creating value out of thin air. “If this be not

the Philosopher’s Stone,” he charged, “there is no such thing in the

world.” The twinning of magic and money achieved an even more en-

during and infamous association the following year, when the new re-

gent of France, Philippe d’Orléans, faced with a dire financial crisis,

summoned a number of alchemists to his court in the hopes they could

manufacture artificial gold. According to legend, he dismissed them

upon the arrival of a Scottish gambler named John Law, who proposed

a more modern solution to his woes: the creation of a bank that would

issue paper money backed by lands owned by the state. Law superin-

tended the creation of two note-issuing institutions whose paper prom-

ises were ultimately backed by the promised discovery of gold in Amer-

ica’s Mississippi River Valley. Eventually, confidence in Law and his

creations collapsed and the currency ceased to circulate.13

But if France and most of Europe remained skeptical of paper cur-

rency, seeing in its associations with alchemy and magic the potential

for mischief and evil, the future United States remained enamored of

its promise. For every critic like Paul Dudley, there was someone like

John Wise, who wrote in support of a “land bank” the year after Law’s

scheme collapsed. Arguing that this bank’s paper would fuel economic

growth, Wise claimed that “we carry as much of the Lapis Aurificus or

Philosophers Stone in our heads, and can turn other matter into Silver

and Gold by the Power of thought as soon as any other People, or else
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I must own I have not yet Learnt the Character of my Country.”

Prescient words, indeed: from that time forward, the colonies of the fu-

ture United States enthusiastically embraced paper money to solve

shortages of specie and to stimulate trade. Though paper money would

gain many adherents in the pre-Revolutionary period, none came close

in influence to Benjamin Franklin, whose writings on paper money

ushered in some of the most successful experiments in turning paper

into gold.14

Franklin made the case in a pamphlet published in 1729, where he

laid out arguments that would surface again and again in the coming

years. “Those who are Lovers of Trade, and delight to see Manufac-

tures encouraged, will be for having a large Addition to our Currency,”

Franklin wrote. “For they very well know, that People will have little

Heart to advance Money in Trade, when what they can get is scarce

sufficient to purchase Necessaries.” Like Law before him, Franklin pro-

posed that paper currency be backed by mortgages of property, or what

he called “Coined Land,” though he had no illusions about finding

gold beneath the soil. In a piece published a month before his pamphlet

appeared, Franklin counseled his readers with an anecdote of a gentle-

man farmer leaving his son a plantation with the claim that “I have

found a considerable Quantity of Gold by Digging there; thee mayst

do the same. But Thee must carefully observe this, Never to dig more

than Plow-deep!” The fortuitous discovery of hidden gold would not at-

tract confidence in the currency; only the steady application of labor

and industry could perform that feat. So-called land banks like the one

envisioned by Franklin enjoyed considerable success throughout the

colonial era, operating under the auspices of the individual colonies.15

Nonetheless, most of the paper money in circulation originated di-

rectly with colonial governments in the manner of the original issue of

Massachusetts. Such money seemed to appear out of thin air, flowing
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off the presses with little in the way of hard assets backing these prom-

ises to pay. The colonial assemblies generally conferred legal tender sta-

tus on these bills of credit, always for the payment of public taxes,

less frequently for the payment of private debts. Given the sobriety

with which Franklin approached the subject of money, it is appropriate

that of all the colonial issues of paper currency, those of his native

Pennsylvania (and to a lesser extent, several other mid-Atlantic colo-

nies) proved most reliable. In these places, paper money did work:

through prudent management and a good dose of economic growth,

these colonial governments managed to keep one step ahead of their

obligations. Confidence in these bills of credit (many of them printed

by Franklin himself ) rarely wavered. By contrast, the fiscal legerdemain

of several of the other colonies proved disastrous. Some colonial gov-

ernments turned to the printing presses to avoid imposing additional

tax burdens, often redeeming one issue of bills with another, and it was

not long before the excessive demands made on the colonists’ fiscal

faith led to the collapse of the monetary covenant. In Massachusetts,

the paper currency eventually depreciated to a fifth of its face value,

while Burroughs’s native New Hampshire emitted vast quantities of

bills relative to its population, leading at least one contemporary to

characterize the colony as “always inclinable to a depreciating fraudu-

lent currency.” The worst offender, though, turned out to be Rhode Is-

land, which ultimately redeemed its copious emissions at only a tiny

fraction of their original value.16

With each of the colonies issuing notes in denominations, sizes, and

patterns of their own choosing (and with reputations ranging from

solid to suspect), and with a dizzying variety of foreign coins in circula-

tion as well (additional attempts by the colonies to mint coins enjoyed

little success), by the mid-eighteenth century the monetary system of

the future United States was considered anarchic and unstable. Though
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the British made feeble attempts at imposing some order throughout

the colonies, attempts to regulate the money supply did not become se-

rious until 1740, when two short-lived land banks of dubious promise

commenced operation in Massachusetts. Parliament moved swiftly to

curtail what it called “a Scheme for Supplying a pretended Want of

Medium in Trade”—that is, a plan to set up a land bank. The imperial

authorities put a stop to these particular schemes, but the colonies went

on emitting paper currency, despite the passage of laws in 1751 and 1764

aimed at stopping the practice. The crackdown stirred discontent: as

Franklin explained to Parliament in 1767, much of the colonies’ ill will

was a response to “the prohibition of making paper money among

themselves.”17

Even if the imperial authorities had succeeded in throttling the colo-

nies’ impulse to “make money,” enterprising criminals would have sup-

plied a circulating medium. Initially, counterfeiters restricted them-

selves to imitating the various Spanish and English coins in circulation,

drawing on criminal expertise honed in England, which was home to

sophisticated gangs of coiners. But enterprising forgers also began en-

graving counterfeit plates and imitating paper money not long after

Massachusetts issued its first paper money. Many of these individuals,

like their successors in the nineteenth century, came from the ranks

of former convicts and petty criminals, while a handful could boast

more distinguished pedigrees. The aristocratic John Potter of Rhode

Island, for example, was charged with the task of signing that colony’s

genuine currency, but used his position and knowledge to issue—and

sign—well-crafted imitations. Though apprehended, he escaped hav-

ing his ears cropped (a customary punishment) by paying thousands of

pounds’ worth of gold dust into the colonial treasury.18

Counterfeiters like John Potter and Stephen Burroughs enjoyed ad-

vantages denied their brethren on the other side of the Atlantic. In
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Britain, as in Europe generally, counterfeiting—particularly the forg-

ery of coins or notes of the state or its adjuncts—constituted a treason-

able act, punishable by death without benefit of clergy. From the six-

teenth century onward, a steady parade of counterfeiters, coiners, and

“utterers” of counterfeit coin and paper went to the gallows in England.

It was, as one historian has aptly put it, the use of the “death penalty as

monetary policy.” In the colonies, by contrast, even if some high-profile

criminals ended up dangling at the end of a hangman’s noose, most

counterfeiters evaded punishment, thanks to the relative weakness of

state authority, the absence of a policing apparatus, and even the lack of

secure jails. But the ease with which counterfeiters plied their trade

stemmed from ambivalence on the part of the colonists: most did not

view counterfeiting as a threat so much as a harmless activity, if not a

beneficial one. Counterfeiters, after all, did a public service by increas-

ing the amount of money in circulation in a part of the world where the

demand for money invariably outstripped the supply. Like their succes-

sors in the nineteenth century, counterfeiters stirred appreciation as

much as anger.19

A host of other factors contributed to the impunity with which

counterfeiters operated, and foreshadowed many of the same problems

that would plague law enforcement officials by the time Burroughs and

his ilk commenced operations. One, organized gangs of counterfeiters

often operated beyond the geographical boundaries of the colonies. A

curious loophole in imperial laws meant that it was perfectly legal to

counterfeit colonial bills of credit in Ireland as well as England itself.

Likewise, counterfeiters operating in one colony often enjoyed relative

immunity in the event they fled to another colony, though laws passed

after the mid-eighteenth century attempted to limit such evasion. Even

then, the authorities in one of the future states might refuse to cooper-

ate with another. In the unlikely event of a conviction, many counter-
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feiters secured pardons from governors who recognized that responsi-

bility for the families of these men and women would fall on already

burdened local communities. Despite the grim promise that adorned

many bills—“To Counterfeit is Death”—counterfeiters operated with

relative impunity in the future United States.20

Roguery and Revolution

Burroughs’s early years are well documented, thanks to his Memoirs,

parts of which began appearing in the late 1790s. It is a remarkable

work, akin to Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, but far more liter-

ary—and far more cynical. Like Franklin’s narrative, it relates the story

of a self-made man who exploits the growing fluidity of eighteenth-

century society to make his way in the world. Burroughs grew up in the

shadow of his father, a prominent Presbyterian theologian who served

as a minister in Coventry, New Hampshire. The son did not follow his

father’s calling, much less his example. Burroughs recalled that he was

“the terror of the people where I lived, and all were very unanimous in

declaring, that Stephen Burroughs was the worst boy in town, and

those who could get him whipped were most worthy of esteem.” Fond

of pranks, Burroughs attended Dartmouth, “where he was courted by

lovers of wild college-fun on the one hand, and suspected and watched

on the other.” After more practical jokes, he quit school and soon

shipped out on a privateer during the Revolution, obtaining passage by

impersonating a physician.21

That first false identity, like so many that followed, derived from

Burroughs’s inclination to see life in theatrical terms. He recalled, for

example, how his father “let me loose on the broad theater of the

world, to act my part according to my abilities.” The fascination with

artifice was not his alone: there was a growing obsession throughout
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figure 4. Portrait of a confidence man: posing as a distinguished member

of the clergy was but the beginning of a career built on pretense and fraud.

Courtesy, Library Company of Philadelphia.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



the colonial period with deceit and imposture, concerns that coincided

with challenges posed to the conventional social order by religious fer-

ment, Revolutionary politics, and the spread of market capitalism. Like

the beneficiaries of these other trends, Burroughs spoke the language of

social mobility. Democracy became a powerful force in the closing de-

cades of the eighteenth century. New possibilities emerged for mid-

dling white men like Burroughs; they could now become architects of

their own destiny, instead of remaining mired in inherited roles and ob-

ligations. It followed that social roles, like theatrical parts, could be as-

sumed and abandoned at will.22

Burroughs pursued this logic further than most of his contemporar-

ies. After returning home to New Hampshire after his stint on the pri-

vateer, he cast around for other means of support, at which time he

managed to get himself excommunicated from the Dartmouth Church

of Christ (allegedly for violating commandments three and eight—

misusing the name of God and stealing). Burroughs took appropriate

revenge by impersonating a minister. As he related the tale many years

later, he stole a number of his father’s sermons and headed 150 miles

down the Connecticut River. After auditioning in several towns under

an assumed name, he obtained a position in Pelham, Massachusetts.

Several successful sermons later, Burroughs’s imposture was unmasked,

and he found himself cornered in a barn by an angry mob. In Bur-

roughs’s version of events, some bystanders asked his pursuers why

they sought to punish him. After all, hadn’t he preached well? Reluc-

tantly, the mob answered that he had. “Well,” said the bystander, “why

need you make any difficulty? He preached well—you paid him well—

all parties were satisfied . . . What signifies what he called his name?

A name does no good nor hurt, as to the matter of his doctrine.”

Deflated, the angry mob dispersed and Burroughs escaped—or so he

claimed. Whether true or not, the episode afforded him a subtle way to
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defend a new code of conduct that he returned to again and again. It

sufficed that the sermons appealed and that they provided spiritual

nourishment; the confidence the villagers put in him did not depend on

intrinsic qualifications or theological assets. It was a lesson with con-

siderable relevance for his experiments with money.23

Around the time Burroughs was preaching in Pelham, he and an as-

sociate learned that an alchemist named Philips had set up shop in

New Salem, offering to divulge (for a price) the secret of turning cop-

per into silver. Burroughs recalled that his associate, a man to whom he

gave the pseudonym Lysander, “appeared to entertain the highest con-

fidence in the business.” Whether Lysander was an actual individual or

an incarnation of Burroughs’s criminal alter ego is difficult to deter-

mine. The choice of the name was striking. Lysander was the Spartan

general who brought home enormous amounts of gold and silver plun-

dered from the Athenians during the Peloponnesian War. Flooded

with precious metals, the Spartans abandoned their more modest iron

coinage and developed a corrupt taste for wealth and luxury. So, too,

did Burroughs after visiting Philips and seeing a demonstration of the

transmutation of copper into silver. “I felt all the confidence in the

business which was possible to feel on any subject,” Burroughs recalled

after returning home. “I saw, in my own imagination, my fortune cer-

tainly made.”24

Burroughs was soon disappointed: Philips deceived him along with

many other men in nearby towns, borrowing money to underwrite his

experiments and absconding with the funds. Among those who fell

victim to Philips’s con was Glazier Wheeler, a skilled counterfeiter of

coin. According to Burroughs, Lysander, still entranced with the pros-

pect of easy wealth, proposed that they embrace the next best thing to

alchemy, and join forces with Wheeler. Burroughs had some misgiv-

ings, but Lysander (or Burroughs’s criminal conscience) dispelled his
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fears with clever argumentation. “Money,” Lysander said, “of itself, is

of no consequence, only as we, by mutual agreement, annex to it a

nominal value, as the representation of property. Anything else might

answer the same purpose, equally with silver and gold, should man-

kind only agree to consider it as such, and carry that agreement into

execution in their dealings with each other. We find this verified by

fact,” added Lysander, “by those bills of credit which are in circulation

through the world.” These slips of paper, he observed, “are good for

nothing; but the moment mankind agree to put a value on them, as

representing property, they become of as great consequence as silver

and gold, and no one is injured by receiving a small insignificant piece

of paper for a hundred bushels of wheat.”25

Lysander based his observations on practical experience, for the col-

onists had embraced paper money far earlier and more enthusiastically

than their counterparts in Europe. The lesson of all this paper money

was obvious—at least to Lysander. As he explained to Burroughs, “The

only thing necessary to make a matter valuable, is to induce the world

to deem it so; and let that esteem be raised by any means whatever, yet

the value is the same, and no one becomes injured by receiving it at the

valuation.” Counterfeiting was an extension of this logic: it likewise re-

quired others to deem something valuable that had no intrinsic, objec-

tive value. That Lysander and Burroughs came to this conclusion after

their failed investment in alchemy was appropriate. The alchemical

quest for riches was disappearing at this very time, replaced by other

means of creating value out of thin air. Paper money was one such sur-

rogate for alchemy. Counterfeiting was another, and Glazier Wheeler

embodied the common spirit animating both pursuits. An artisan

skilled in the alchemical arts of metallurgy and chemistry, he had long

directed a gang in New Hampshire that manufactured and distributed

bogus coin throughout the colonies.26
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Whatever the risks of counterfeiting, Burroughs became convinced

by Lysander’s arguments. More to the point, he recalled, in what be-

came a common refrain in his Memoirs, “the mania of wealth had taken

strong possession of our minds, and we listened with eagerness to her

calls.” Taking some counterfeit coin from Wheeler, Burroughs tried to

pass it at an apothecary in Springfield, Massachusetts, only to be im-

mediately arrested and committed to trial. He represented himself be-

fore the court in what from all accounts was an entertaining perfor-

mance, but again his reputation hurt him. As he related the story in his

Memoirs, the prosecutor cited his impersonation of a minister as evi-

dence of his iniquity. Burroughs lamented that the jurist claimed “I had

been a counterfeiter not only of the coin of the country, but had like-

wise counterfeited a name, a character, a calling: all of which seemed to

communicate this idea to the world, that I had given a loose to the

practice of every enormity; that my wickedness had at length found me

out.” The court found Burroughs and Wheeler guilty and sentenced

both to three years hard labor on Castle Island, a fortress-like prison in

Boston harbor.27

Burroughs made many attempts to break out of jail, including one

rather spectacular escape by boat that ended in his recapture a day later.

He finally emerged several years later to a very different world than the

one he had left behind. When he had passed counterfeit coin in the

mid-1780s, Massachusetts was in the midst of a postwar economic

slump. Farmers suffered more than most: many owed money but lacked

the hard currency to make their payments. Money was scarce, and the

state constitution, which forbade the use of paper currency and gave

no protection to debtors, exacerbated matters, as did a new law requir-

ing that taxes be paid in coin. Gold and silver became extraordinarily

rare, much as Burroughs’s friend Lysander acknowledged when he jus-
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tified counterfeiting on the grounds that “an undue scarcity of cash

now prevails [and] whoever contributes, really, to increase the quantity

of cash, does not only himself, but likewise the community, an essential

benefit.” As in colonial times, demand for money outstripped supply,

though counterfeiters were happy to make up the difference.28

If Burroughs and Lysander failed in their attempts to increase the

quantity of cash, so did Daniel Shays, the Massachusetts farmer who

led an insurrection to bring some relief to the specie-starved farmers.

The revolt failed, but focused attention on political reform, particu-

larly among the economic and social elite who met in 1787 to discuss

changes to the Articles of Confederation. After considerable debate,

they jettisoned the Articles altogether and instead drafted a blueprint

for a much stronger central government: the Constitution. That docu-

ment, which was debated and sent to the colonies for ratification just

before Burroughs emerged from prison in 1788, reflected the hard-

money bias of the individuals who framed it. It granted to Congress the

power to regulate interstate and foreign commerce, mint coin, and reg-

ulate the money supply. Significantly, it was forbidden for individual

states to “emit Bills of Credit [or] make anything but Gold or Silver

Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts.” This was another way of saying,

however ambiguously, that paper money should not have a place in the

nation’s circulating medium.29

The aversion to paper stemmed from the fact that both Congress

and the individual state governments had printed vast quantities of

worthless paper money to underwrite their debts both during and after

the Revolution. The Continental Congress became especially infamous

for its irredeemable wartime issues, known as “continentals,” which

over the course of the war lost almost all their value, thanks in part

to counterfeits issued by the British. A popular phrase at the time,
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“not worth a continental,” summed up the failure of these issues and

the poor reputation of paper money generally. While there was ini-

tially a clause in the Constitution that permitted the federal govern-

ment to issue notes, it was quickly eliminated, one delegate recalled, to

“shut and bar the door against paper money.” This fear was widely

shared. As another argued, retaining the right to issue paper “would be

as alarming as the mark of the Beast in Revelations.” It would be better,

another urged, to “reject the whole plan than retain the three words

‘and emit bills.’ ”30

While many of the framers wished to keep paper money out of cir-

culation, this proved impractical. There was no way that the specie-

poor United States could conduct all of its business in the gold and sil-

ver coin preferred by the more developed economies of Europe. Bank

notes solved the problem. The Continental Congress had already char-

tered the first note-issuing bank in 1782 (the Bank of North America)

and after the war’s end, several state-chartered banks emerged as well,

one in each of the major cities on the eastern seaboard. These early in-

stitutions enjoyed a reputation for conservative management, and did

not issue bank notes in excess of their specie reserves. They operated as

practical monopolies, making loans and doing business with an elite

sliver of society. These were joined in 1791 by the Bank of the United

States, chartered by the U.S. Congress. The brainchild of Alexander

Hamilton, it was modeled on the Bank of England and designed to as-

sist in the collection of federal taxes and the administration of public

finances. It also provided a market for the national debt, because sub-

scribers had to pay for shares using federal securities. It was chartered

over the strong opposition of the antifederalists, who criticized it as

monopolistic.31

The antifederalists need not have worried. The number of note-
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issuing banks grew from five to more than three hundred in the

quarter-century after the chartering of the Bank of the United States.

Many of these banks, moreover, differed from those favored by con-

servative financiers like Hamilton. They tended to represent a more

aggressive, entrepreneurial, risk-taking segment of society, many of

whom harbored antifederalist sympathies. The banks they established

did more than simply receive money and store it; they created it, too.

“For each dollar paid in by the stockholders,” one historian of banking

has written, “the banks lent two, three, four, or five. The more sanguine

part of the people were happy to have it so, no matter if they did not

understand how it could be.” Many of these loans took the form of

bank notes. That these banks had far more notes in circulation than

specie in their vaults was a lesson many would learn the hard way in the

succeeding decades. But for now, few people bothered to inquire too

deeply into the arcana of fractional-reserve banking, capital require-

ments, and specie ratios. Confidence in the promise of future profit was

enough for most converts to banks and banking.32

As the years passed, it became increasingly easy to obtain a bank

charter from well-placed friends in state legislatures. In time, this tactic

permitted most every special interest or class to have its own bank:

tradesmen, merchants, mechanics, farmers, and others. Even individual

states chartered banks—the Bank of Vermont, for example—to serve

their needs. Like Hamilton’s Bank of the United States, these institu-

tions functioned as adjuncts to the state governments by absorbing

state debts, or bonds, in the process of capitalization. But whatever

their origin or motive, all of these new banks had one thing in com-

mon: they issued bank notes. These slips of paper, adorned with the

name of the bank, denomination, and some kind of vignette, or orna-

mental design, look crude by today’s standards, and could be easily

b o r d e r i n g o n a l c h e m y 43



counterfeited. The federal government, which did not charter these

banks, had little interest or control over their issues, and ceded the

problem to the individual states.33

When Burroughs left prison in the fall of 1788, he stood on the cusp

of these developments, and over the course of the next decade he wan-

dered about the new nation, marrying his cousin, Sally Davis, and

working as a schoolteacher in Massachusetts before falling afoul of au-

thorities, this time for allegedly seducing his female students. After yet

another escape from prison (this time successful) and a stint teaching

school on Long Island, Burroughs fled to Georgia, taking a job as a tu-

tor, only to be drawn to a financial mania that gripped the region. In

1795, the state legislature sold millions of acres in the Yazoo River wa-

tershed, precipitating what Burroughs described as a “rage for land

speculation.” Though a few speculators started the frenzy, eventually

“all were seized with the mania of rushing suddenly into immense

wealth, and the most nefarious schemes were put in practice to defraud

a credulous world with the idea of becoming interested in the excellent

soil of the Georgia lands.” Burroughs, characteristically enough, joined

the stampede, for “it offered to my imagination the animating prospect

of speedy affluence.” Working as a surveyor, Burroughs got himself

hired by none other than Philadelphia financier Robert Morris, who

eventually charged him with the task of voyaging beyond the western

frontier in order to establish a fur trade with the Indians.34

It was not to be. “Mr. Morris,” wrote Burroughs, “by a concatenation

of the most astounding incidents, became embarrassed, notwithstand-

ing his immense property and unequaled fiscal abilities,” and con-

fidence in the scheme collapsed. Morris ended up in debtors’ prison

thanks to his speculative investments in land; Burroughs, who had lent

the financier money, lost it all when a crooked lawyer sold his property

without his consent, pocketed the money, and fled the country. Laid
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low by someone more conniving than himself, he returned home to his

father’s house. The next few years he spent writing his memoirs and

pondering his next act of self-invention.35

The Banker

On several occasions in his Memoirs, Burroughs complained of the no-

toriety that had attached to his name over the course of his life. “When

mankind had once formed an unfavorable opinion,” he observed of his

own dubious reputation, “it was hard to eradicate such an idea, even by

the most pointed evidence.” Perhaps tired of his fame, which began to

assume a life of its own after the publication of his autobiography, Bur-

roughs eventually left the United States altogether, moving to what is

now Quebec and settling in the township of Stanstead, just north of

the Vermont border. According to his own account, he arrived there in

1799, settling on a small river that drained into Lake Massawippi. Bur-

roughs cleared the land and built several mills that harnessed the power

of the nearby falls. There was some question as to whether the land had

already been claimed by someone else, but otherwise Burroughs stayed

out of trouble. Had this been the end of it, his reputation would have

been confined to the misdeeds of his memoirs. But Burroughs, it seems,

had acquired a thirst for making money, as an appendix to an 1804 edi-

tion of his life story made clear. “For several years he gave great encour-

agement to his friends, that he might still be a useful member of soci-

ety,” it was reported. “But, alas! how have their hopes been blasted!

Common fame says, that several of his last years have been assiduously

employed in counterfeiting bills of the various banks of the United

States.”36

It was thanks to such exploits that Burroughs went from a mildly

notorious figure to a larger-than-life outlaw, a threat to the nation’s
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fledgling economy as well as an embodiment of the growing impulse to

make money at any cost. Such fears and anxieties were exaggerated, but

they testified to Burroughs’s growing status in the popular imagination.

Forged notes, wherever they appeared, were attributed to him, and he

soon became in many minds the fountainhead of the counterfeit econ-

omy. That he never documented his doings in Canada in the detail that

he related his earlier life only encouraged further speculation, and Bur-

roughs soon found that his reputation outstripped his actual exploits. It

helped that the region to which he relocated appealed to romantic sen-

sibilities. “Stephen Burroughs was supposed to have his manufactory of

counterfeit money somewhere in the recesses of those mountains,” re-

called one novelist some years later. “It was a wilderness then . . . It

heard then the nightly scream of the panther; the growl of the bear; the

bark of the wolf.” This was not too far from the truth: though the

French had claimed the region just north of Vermont when they estab-

lished trading posts at Quebec in 1608 and Montreal in 1642, few peo-

ple settled there because it had minimal access to water and no roads.

That it was the hunting ground of the Iroquois did not make it any

more inviting.37

When the British assumed control of New France with the Treaty

of Paris in 1763, they did not institute any radical changes in the prov-

inces of Upper and Lower Canada (later renamed Ontario and Que-

bec, respectively, according to their positions along the north-flowing

St. Lawrence River ). Then, after the Revolution, they opened the area

to settlement. Because all newcomers had to bear the cost of surveying

subdivisions and of obtaining royal patents, wealthier Loyalists tended

to be among the first permanent settlers. They set up small villages in

the different tracts of land along the frontier, settling in places like

Stanbridge, Dunham, and Stanstead. Many people arrived after Ver-

mont’s leaders, who had contemplated joining Lower Canada, opted
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instead to throw their lot in with the new nation to the south. Still,

while Loyalists and their sympathizers numbered among the first set-

tlers of the region that became known as the Eastern Townships, many

subsequent settlers, Burroughs included, had no reason for being there

aside from easy access to land. As one historian of the region wrote in

the mid-nineteenth century, “Others came in, who could only be re-

garded in the light of unavoidable evils, being of that irresponsible ill-

regulated class who ‘neither feared God, nor regarded man.’ ”38

Border regions tend to attract fugitives from justice, but the stretch

of frontier between Vermont and Canada offered more than the usual

inducements for those seeking refuge from authorities in either coun-

try. Access to the townships was next to impossible, because there were

no reliable roads connecting the region to any of the major cities of

Lower Canada. Even as late as the 1830s, a survey of the roads near the

border succinctly described them as “very rugged, broken, and other-

wise bad.” This made finding fugitives, much less bringing them to

trial, extraordinarily difficult. That most criminal cases had to be tried

before the Court of King’s Bench in distant Montreal did not help

matters, nor did the absence of any kind of police force, a scarcity of

magistrates and justices of the peace, a continual clash between com-

peting legal systems, and a number of Loyalists who had little love or

respect for the laws of the United States. The federal government could

do little to control criminal activity originating in the townships, for it

possessed minimal authority over the region. It lacked an extradition

treaty with Lower Canada, and an ongoing territorial dispute between

Britain and the United States made the actual location of the border a

matter of personal opinion. (In a testament to this ambiguity, settlers

referred to the boundary as “the lines.”)39

The townships became a classic borderland, an area where the con-

flicting loyalties of the residents, the isolation of the settlements, and
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the unusual mix of cultures and jurisdictions made for a breakdown in

authority that worried British administrators of the region. Indeed,

the settlers of Lower Canada looked less to the imperial authorities

than to their counterparts south of the border, with whom they forged

strong commercial and criminal ties. Communities in northwestern

Vermont, for example, exported timber and potash northward, along

with a stream of cheap smuggled goods: tea, silks, cotton fabrics, china,

and other portable items. Until the early 1800s, this trade was very

much a one-sided affair, with little in the way of contraband goods

flowing south. Things remained that way until Stephen Burroughs

arrived. He had something to sell the Americans to the south, some-

thing that had not been part of the normal ebb and flow of com-

merce—until now.40

It is unclear when, exactly, Burroughs produced his first notes. Popu-

lar lore in the townships holds that the first night Burroughs arrived in

Lower Canada, he purchased a lot of gilt buttons wrapped in tissue pa-

per, upon which he printed counterfeits of the Bank of Haverhill, New

Hampshire. This bank, however, did not go into business until after

Burroughs arrived, and the incident, however suggestive, is probably

apocryphal. But within a few years, reports of counterfeit notes in the

neighborhood of Stanstead aroused suspicions. These were confirmed

in September 1805, when Sheriff Mike Barron arrested Samuel Spring

and Russell Underwood in Barre, Vermont, for having in their posses-

sion a variety of counterfeit notes on banks in New Hampshire, Maine,

Connecticut, and Rhode Island. During the trial, it came out that

Spring was an “old offender and partner with the notorious Stephen

Burroughs, in the Canada manufactory.” This was one of the first pub-

lic acknowledgments that Burroughs, who was well-known throughout

the country thanks to his Memoirs, had begun another life in crime be-

yond the reach of the usual authorities.41
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The conviction of Spring, as well as others associated with Bur-

roughs, did not stem the tide of counterfeits that now began to flow

from Burroughs’s twin manufactories: one in Stanstead and another

in the township of Shipton to the north. As news of Burroughs’s do-

ings spread, a number of state-chartered banks—most prominently the

Coos Bank of Haverhill, New Hampshire—banded together to under-

write Barron’s well-publicized raid across the Vermont border. Notably,

private “citizens,” not official government representatives, initiated this

movement to arrest Burroughs. Neither the states nor the federal gov-

ernment had the resources to mount a campaign against Burroughs or

any other counterfeiter, particularly a campaign that entailed interna-

tional diplomacy. In what would remain a common practice well into

the nineteenth century, private bounty hunters moved into the enforce-

ment void. Often corrupt, such men resorted to tactics of dubious le-

gality, hauling fugitives across state and national lines in violation of lo-

cal laws. In Burroughs’s case, Barron crossed into Canada with the

blessing of another reward seeker, a local justice of the peace named

Oliver Barker, to whom Barron transferred custody of Burroughs. The

counterfeiter complained many years later that while Barker acted as a

“legal agent” for the crown, he nonetheless “had a double duty to per-

form, one of honor for his original master, another of profit for the U.

States; and as money has a great influence in human affairs, he chose,

in this instance, to sacrifice honor at the shrine of Plutus.”42

How, exactly, someone like Barker managed to get Burroughs com-

mitted to jail in Montreal remains unclear. While the newspapers of

New England opined that Burroughs would be transported or hanged

for his offenses, this was far too optimistic. As the wily counterfeiter

doubtless knew, however draconian the laws might be when it came to

the counterfeiting of British currency, there were no laws against coun-

terfeiting foreign bank notes. Obscure banks chartered by the now in-
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dependent British colonies did not fall within the compass of the exist-

ing statutes, even if those same notes circulated north of the border.

Burroughs quickly posted bail in advance of having the case dismissed,

but the indefatigable Barker managed to have him recommitted once

more on misdemeanor and theft charges. The counterfeiter made his

well-publicized flight from the Montreal jail shortly thereafter with the

blessing, Burroughs intimated many years later, of high-level authori-

ties in the imperial government unsympathetic to American banks.

“His dexterity at escaping from a halter,” observed one newspaper in

the wake of these events, “appears to be no less than his adroitness at

deserving one.”43

Other observers tacitly applauded Burroughs the trickster, at the

same time they mocked the banks he imitated. One widely reprinted

article lampooned the events of that year by casting Burroughs in the

role of just another banker. The piece opened with an observation that

Burroughs “has carried on the banking business on a large scale,” and

noted that the counterfeiter had cut into the profits of the banks of

New England. In turn, “the Yankees, being so hard run upon by Mr.

Burroughs, determined to try the strength of that gentleman’s banking

house.” His competitors, this article reported, “went forthwith to his

bank, and after sacking it of the specie capital, proceeded to . . . an in-

ventory of his valuables.” And what did they find? Counterfeit notes

on various banks in the United States. Putting words in Burroughs’s

mouth, they had the counterfeiter make a speech to these “rival bank-

ers.” “Gentlemen, this is the most unpleasant day in my whole life. To

be ruined by an ill-advised extension of banking speculations is enough to

disturb the repose of a man of my Christian temper.” The counterfeit

money, Burroughs insisted, was a bank deposit of his elderly mother,

who had obtained the notes while speculating in securities. “She always

had an itch for speculation,” Burroughs was made to say. “It is owing to
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her that I am now a ruined man. I told her this banking was a ‘hazard-

ous business.’ ”44

This burlesque, with its peculiar conflation of banking and counter-

feiting, spoke to the unease that many felt about the proliferation of

paper money. What was the difference between a capitalist banker and

a criminal counterfeiter? There were differences, to be sure, but not to

the extent many people would have preferred. Both trafficked in con-

fidence, and by making Burroughs into a banker, writers like this one

captured the ambiguities of an economy based on very little in the way

of “real” money. And to have the counterfeiter decry the business of

banking and speculation only made this little bit of satire all the more

amusing to readers skeptical of banks and bank notes. Some may have

condemned Burroughs, but others found him a caricature of the entire

business of banking and money making, someone whose criminal be-

havior implicitly called into question the legitimacy of the entire cap-

italist enterprise.

Burroughs managed to escape prosecution in this instance, as he did

on a number of occasions. His skill at outwitting his pursuers had

much to do with his many allies in the townships. As one traveler to

the region later explained, “Burroughs made himself popular by several

acts of publick utility in Stanstead,” including building a twenty-mile-

long road that enabled farmers to sell their produce. That he had also

cared for several residents during a smallpox epidemic a few years ear-

lier no doubt endeared him to the local community. As Burroughs’s

popularity grew, he could trade the security of isolation for the watch-

ful eyes of his neighbors, many of whom embraced the opportunity to

participate in the counterfeit economy, and protected and harbored

him when the need arose. Oliver Barker later recalled that his own at-

tempts to arrest Burroughs met with resistance from sympathetic lo-

cals, if not members of his gang. According to Barker, Burroughs es-
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caped from his clutches in March 1807 thanks to the “exertions &

vigilance of his numerous accomplices,” one of whom attempted—as

usual, without success—to shoot the bounty hunter when he visited

Stanstead.45

Political considerations may have played a role as well in Burroughs’s

uncanny ability to escape prosecution. This was a region settled by

Loyalists, and few of the inhabitants respected the United States, much

less its banks. Even the local authorities had mixed feelings on the

subject, as is evident from a petition submitted by the local magis-

trates in the wake of the failed attempt to arrest Burroughs in the

spring of 1807, at which time Barker ransacked Burroughs’s residence

in Stanstead, confiscating many of his possessions and stealing some

$53,000 in cash—or so the aging counterfeiter alleged many years later.

For his part, Barker claimed the raid had broken up the remnants of

“Burroughs’ old company.” Local authorities sympathetic to Burroughs

were not impressed. Citing the “reprehensible” conduct of Barker, these

men complained that their colleague “in his official capacity has been

hired (not to use a harsher term) and paid by sundry of the Banks of

the United States” to assist in prosecuting “the Notorious Stephen

Burroughs and his confederates.” Worse, they noted that Barker had

called U.S. citizens into the province and “authorized them as consta-

bles and assistants,” and with them behaved “in an overbearing, tumul-

tuous, and even riotous manner greatly to the Annoyance of his Maj-

esty’s peaceable good subjects.” Most damning of all, Barker had not

delivered the plates and notes seized from Burroughs to the imperial

authorities, as would have been expected, but had “taken them to the

Banks of the United States, and there received his payment, or reward,

as stipulated between them.” Their message was clear: while Burroughs

may have been “notorious,” these transgressions of the colony’s political

sovereignty should not be tolerated.46
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Despite Barker’s best efforts, Burroughs remained at large, and the

lack of laws against counterfeiting made prosecution a difficult affair.

Meanwhile, the bogus bills continued to stream south, and individuals

arrested as far away as Connecticut and Pennsylvania were accused of

being in league with Burroughs, whose reputation by this time had

spread far beyond northern New England. Newspaper accounts from

this period give the impression that Burroughs had a monopoly on the

counterfeiting trade in Lower Canada, though Barker’s own testimony

suggests that several allied gangs had commenced operations as well.

Unfortunately, the details are difficult to reconstruct, because the rele-

vant court records have long been destroyed. Still, from what little re-

mains, it appears that Burroughs had hired some skilled engravers to

produce the bogus plates, and handled much of the printing himself.

Other family members—his sons, especially—worked with him, or

served as couriers to deliver the counterfeit money throughout the

United States. Some accounts alleged that his wife and daughter were

also involved, though these claims are more difficult to substantiate.

Burroughs, one newspaper asserted, had a wife “with all the accom-

plishments, address and spirit to carry on his intrigues and iniquity;

and a large family of children . . . some of whom are said to be equally

expert with the father in the science of ‘dressing up vice in the garb of

virtue.’ ”47

Evidence of the growing sophistication of Burroughs’s ring sur-

faced around this time, after yet more raids by Barker. According to

a newspaper report, one of Burroughs’s accomplices, a man named

Remington, visited a paper mill in Montreal with an unusual request.

“He told us he wanted about twenty reams, of as many different kinds

as we could make,” related a witness, and “he shewed bills of more than

fifty different kinds, which he said he wanted paper to suit them all.”

The paper maker agreed, but notified the authorities. “We found that
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Burroughs was the head of the business,” reported the paper maker,

who later learned that the counterfeiters anticipated needing one hun-

dred reams of paper in the coming year. There was no limit to their

ambitions: as this same witness claimed, Remington told him that “af-

ter trying New York a spell,” they planned on turning their attention to

the banks in “old Massachusetts.” But the counterfeiters never made it

to Massachusetts: Barker arrested Remington and several others in late

September, catching them in the act of stamping five-dollar notes on

the Farmers’ Bank of New York. Subsequent arrests confirmed that

Burroughs was masterminding much of the illicit “banking” conducted

north of the border. Petitions for pardon filed by Burroughs’s impris-

oned associates at this time cast him as a charismatic figure with a silver

tongue. One spoke of Burroughs’s “peculiar seductive language,” with

which the counterfeiter painted “the most flattering, though visionary

prospects of acquiring sudden wealth.” The fictive Lysander and the

real-life Burroughs had become one and the same.48

Burroughs’s reputation now began to assume a life of its own, thanks

in part to the many pirated—or counterfeited—versions of his Memoirs

circulating in the United States. He delighted in the notoriety, using

his fame to poke fun at his foes in the banking establishment. But until

the spring of 1809, Burroughs had little opportunity to draw a parallel

between his own activities and those of his more respectable counter-

parts. That changed with the implosion of the infamous Farmers Ex-

change Bank of Gloucester, based in Rhode Island, a state with a long-

standing reputation for monetary mischief. Incorporated in 1804 by an

imaginative financier named Andrew Dexter, the Farmers Exchange

Bank was to the United States what John Law’s Banque Royale had

been to France. By putting notes into circulation hundreds of miles

away from where they could be redeemed, Dexter played a consum-

mate shell game, dodging redemption for many months until the entire
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scheme collapsed in March of 1807. The auditors who picked over the

carcass of Dexter’s creation discovered that the institution had close to

a million dollars in outstanding bank notes, and a mere forty-five dol-

lars in specie available to redeem them.49

Burroughs kept abreast of the falling fortunes of Dexter’s bank, and

found the opportunity to weigh in on the crisis irresistible. He wrote a

letter to Samuel Gilbert and Thomas Dean, two bank note brokers as-

sociated with Dexter who, in addition to their service to the fallen

financier, published a guide to the counterfeit notes emanating from

Burroughs’s workshops. The letter began on a tone of mock serious-

ness. “Gentleman, Having seen your ‘Only sure guide to bank Bills,’

and admiring your kind labors for the public weal . . . I have enclosed

and forwarded to your Exchange Office, a bill on the Shipton Bank.”

Noting that this bank, of which he was the principal stockholder, “has

very recently commenced its operation,” Burroughs requested that they

“give the public the earliest notice should spurious bills of that Bank be

discovered to be in circulation.” Alluding to the recent troubles of the

Exchange Bank (whose discredited notes had sunk below counterfeit

money in the public’s estimation), Burroughs slyly ridiculed the logic of

intrinsic value. “Such is the depravity of man, and such the success of

counterfeiting,” he wrote, “that I lately observed in one of your news-

papers, that patent buck wheat pancakes had been so exactly counter-

feited . . . that none except the Officers of the Pancake Exchange could

distinguish them from the originals!!!” Burroughs enclosed a satirical

bank note that mocked the efforts of the banking community to send

him to the gallows or a penal colony. It depicted “a figure of an Ourang

Outang from whose mouth issued a label with these words: ‘Death or

Botany Bay, ha, ha, ha!’ ”50

These and other pranks only added to Burroughs’s burgeoning repu-

tation as a folk hero. Accounts of his exploits began to acquire the kind
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of details that, even if utterly fabricated, testified to the growing respect

for his remarkable ability to defeat his more powerful foes through a

mixture of ingenuity and artifice. For example, when officers of the law

showed up at his bank note manufactory in Shipton, Burroughs was

supposed to have “immediately put on his snow-shoes, forward end be-

hind, and went away, leaving the appearance of tracks toward his house,

while he was going from it.” This may have been Burroughs’s own in-

vention, or as this account suggested, the idea may have been a varia-

tion on “Virgil’s description of Cacus, the son of Vulcan whom Hercu-

les slew, who drew his stolen cattle into his cave backwards to deceive

his pursuers.” The evocation of classical mythology was telling: Bur-

roughs had become, like other folk heroes, a larger-than-life figure—

and in this case, was deemed responsible for every counterfeit in circu-

lation. A number of popular editions of his Memoirs published at this

time only cemented his reputation. So, too, did the news that Bur-

roughs, captured in an ambush orchestrated by Oliver Barker, had

managed to escape yet again.51

Burroughs’s career mirrored the final dissolution of the colonial ar-

chitecture of authority, and its replacement by a more raucous and indi-

vidualistic expression of political and economic power. Growing num-

bers of upstart entrepreneurs claimed the right to “make money” in

both senses of the phrase. They founded banks, issuing paper money

as a means of underwriting their speculations outside the sort of

established financial circles represented by the Boston banking estab-

lishment. In his attacks (rhetorical or otherwise) on this older order,

Burroughs enjoyed a certain kinship with a new breed of self-made po-

litical and economic entrepreneurs with whom he shared a scorn of

prerogative and inherited rights. Burroughs said as much in the first

page of his Memoirs when he wrote, “I am so far a republican, that I

consider a man’s merit to rest entirely with himself, without any regard
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to family, blood, or connection.” Or as one newspaper observed at this

time, “Burroughs was always an advocate of the equalizing doctrines.”52

Few of Burroughs’s distant cousins, the Jeffersonian Republicans,

showed much interest in prosecuting him—in part because politicians

of this mold had little desire to expand the policing powers of the na-

tion-state. They in fact distrusted centralized authority, which may ac-

count for why the federal government did so little to prevent, prose-

cute, or punish counterfeiting of any sort in the years after 1800. Even

imitations of the coins issued by the national mint went unchecked and

unpunished. Congress instead ceded responsibility for counterfeiting to

the individual state legislatures, few of which showed much initiative in

combating the problem. One notable exception was Vermont, which

was still dominated by the Federalists just as Burroughs’s exploits began

to attract considerable attention. Late in the fall of 1808, the governor

dispatched an emissary to lobby the provincial legislature of Lower

Canada to pass laws against the counterfeiting of U.S. bank notes. It

was not surprising that of all the states, Vermont took the lead in ad-

dressing the problem. Not only did most of the counterfeit notes pass

through the state on their way to various destinations throughout the

country, but Vermont also had a special relationship with Canada. It

relied heavily on Canadian markets for its goods, and many families

had relatives on both sides of the border. Thanks in part to these ties,

the legislature of Lower Canada acceded to the request, finally passing

a law that made the counterfeiting of foreign bank notes a crime,

though not a capital offense.53

Burroughs was not unaware of these developments. After his last

escape, he had relocated to his lair in the less-settled township of

Shipton, farther from the border with Vermont. There he learned of

the pending legislation. Seeing the writing on the wall, he quickly sub-

mitted a petition to the governor. In it he reviewed the charges against
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him, which included counterfeiting the notes of banks in the United

States; persuading someone to pass counterfeit coin; escaping from the

common jail of Montreal; and last but not least, stealing an ox, a crime

that potentially carried the death penalty. Burroughs admitted that he

had “made impressions representing the Bank notes or bills in circula-

tion in the United States,” but correctly claimed that at the time he did

so, it “was not injurious to this Province or to Great Britain, and that

he was not in any manner contravening the Laws of the same.” More-

over, he claimed that upon hearing that the parliament was considering

criminalizing the very thing that he had been doing, he had quit the

business, burning the notes in his possession and destroying his print-

ing press. He dismissed the other charges as “calumnious imputations,”

being the product of “machinations entered into by the agents of sev-

eral of the Banks of the United States with divers persons within this

Province.” Finally, he conceded that he had broken out of jail, but

pointed out with his usual fondness for legal niceties that he had

walked out without “any breaking or the use of force or violence,” mak-

ing it a much less objectionable crime. On these grounds he requested

clemency, arguing that he had otherwise led an honorable life, “making

agricultural improvements on several very extensive Farms.”54

Burroughs was eventually tried in the provincial city of Trois-

Rivières, though not before turning the tables on Oliver Barker by

having the bounty hunter arrested on bogus charges. Barker eventually

walked free, however, and Burroughs did not. In 1811, as Burroughs

awaited sentencing, American newspapers predicted that he would

finally “meet the punishment he has so much laughed at, ‘death or Bot-

any Bay.’ ” The court opted for Botany Bay, but in typical fashion, Bur-

roughs escaped deportation; after he offered substantial bonds for his

future good conduct, Governor Craig pardoned him. Not that the

former counterfeiter stayed entirely out of trouble. With the outbreak
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of war between Britain and the United States the following year, the

border region between the two countries erupted in fighting, and Bur-

roughs, mindful of the need to prove his loyalty to the British—and

tempted by the promise of what he called “a handsome provision”—be-

gan performing “secret services” on behalf of the royal authorities.

By his own account, he helped forestall a mutiny among some troops

quartered near his home in Shipton, and worked as a spy, collecting

military intelligence that proved critical in one of the battles fought on

the frontier.55

As a result of his spying, Burroughs was thrown in prison and ac-

cused, he later claimed, of working as a double agent. The charges may

well have been true, but he escaped prosecution once more. This time,

however, events seemed to have conspired against him. His son Ed-

ward, who had been arrested several years back while traveling to Ver-

mont as a wholesaler of counterfeit money, cut off contact with his fa-

ther, establishing himself at Trois-Rivières as—sacre bleu!—a chore-boy

for the chief justice of the provincial court. Shortly after this, Bur-

roughs lost title to his farms in lawsuits that contested his right to the

land in Shipton and Stanstead. Finding himself once again without

money, Burroughs moved what was left of his family to Trois-Rivières,

where he worked as a schoolteacher and a tutor and, as one wag later

put it, “ ‘took up the business of being a respectable man!’ and well and

honorably did he follow that business, as his many friends—enemies he

had none—who were long his neighbors, will all cheerfully testify.”56

It may have helped that Burroughs apparently became a devout

Catholic in the 1810s, most likely inspired by his wife, a long-time con-

vert. Catholicism, he wrote in a letter published in 1815, was a religion

of “consequence, importance, and beauty” that put to shame the “hor-

rid absurdities” of his father’s Calvinism. His daughter, Sally, like-

wise converted, despite having only a few years earlier been rumored to
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have been supporting herself “in stile [sic] and elegance by the simple

business of signing the [counterfeit] bills, in which art she arrived to

great perfection.” She embraced the new faith with fervor, entering the

Ursuline Convent in Trois-Rivières as a cloistered nun, eventually be-

coming the mother superior of that institution.57 Burroughs himself be-

came more pious in his later years, taking up the cause of the French

Catholics who were his neighbors, and performing a variety of benevo-

lent acts. Rumors circulated in the United States that he had become a

“high dignitary in that Church, and accumulated wealth . . . chiefly in

pardoning sins and granting absolution and acts of indulgence,” but ac-
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roughs was painted toward the end of his life, most likely in the early 1830s.

Courtesy, Maurice O’Bready Collection, Sherbrooke Historical Society, Quebec.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



counts of his behavior from the 1820s onward suggest that for once

Burroughs had truly reformed, even if his conversion constituted a final

act of rebellion against his father. One visitor in 1839 reported that Bur-

roughs spent his days reading and writing in a room “hung round with

copies, or originals” (the writer, appropriately enough, could not tell

which was which) “of the master-pieces of some of the distinguished

painters of Christian life and suffering, and every thing about him in-

dicated very convincingly the genuineness of his repentance and refor-

mation.” After spending most of his adult life adopting and discarding

guises in a caricature of the Protestant self-made man, Burroughs ap-

parently took some refuge in his new faith. Perhaps it offered solidity,

stability—and after a life spent playing the counterfeit, the promise of

redemption.58

Stephen Burroughs died in 1840, but many of his characteristics sur-

faced in the self-made men who succeeded him. Some made their

money in banking; others took up counterfeiting. All thrived in the in-

creasingly freewheeling culture of capitalism in the new nation, and all

exploited the federal government’s powerlessness to advance their own

agendas. Bankers did so by arrogating the money-making function, se-

curing sanction to do so from state legislatures, while the counterfeiters

who followed Burroughs looked to the margins of the nation-state to

pursue their vocation, exploiting the country’s vague and confusing

physical and cultural borders. All these capitalists, whether operating

within the confines of the law or not, had one thing in common: a

growing confidence that their notes might pass as good as gold, regard-

less of how little substance stood behind them. As one critic of banking

wrote around this time, a growing number of “practical men” now re-

alized that so long as “confidence continued, a bank really required

no more specie than it would be called upon to pay in aid of those
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enterprizes, in which bank bills would not answer; and that a capital al-

most entirely fictitious, might go into operation, as securely, and more

profitably, than one bottomed on actual and deposited funds.” It was an

observation that the swelling ranks of confidence men—be they bank-

ers or counterfeiters—would soon turn to profitable ends.59
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T W O

Cogniac
Street Capitalism

V isit the town cemetery in the tiny village of Bakers-

field, Vermont, and one stone stands out from the rest.

It belongs to Seneca Paige, whose lengthy epitaph puts

to shame the more modest messages of his neighbors. The inscription

begins conventionally enough, noting his birth in 1788 and death in

1856. A New Englander by birth, he nonetheless lived in Lower Can-

ada “for nearly 40 years,” and became sufficiently well established that

he “represented [his] county in the Provincial Parliament.” More in-

triguing still, Paige predicts that “his loss will be felt by many. Particu-

larly by the poor. He was truly the poor man’s friend.” Lest we walk

away worried about Paige’s fate in the afterlife, he closes by noting that

he “converted to God in this town in 1833,” joining the Methodist

church “in which communion he died.”1

At first glance, this curious missive seems an innocent instance of

someone giving his legacy a posthumous polish. But in Seneca Paige’s

case, a more vigorous scrubbing would have been needed to erase his

reputation among his contemporaries as “the greatest devil in all the
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Canadas, Stephen Burroughs not excepted.” Paige was a counterfeiter,

and a rather successful one at that. His “manufactory” stood at the

center of a far-reaching web of engravers, wholesalers, retailers, and

“passers” who together constituted an emerging capitalist underworld.

One contemporary, marveling at the growing complexity of the market

in counterfeits governed by men like Paige, observed that “this coun-

terfeiting traffic . . . as with honest mercantile business, has all its

branches, and descends from the wholesale to the retail venders, and

generally ends in the hands of the poorest and most simple individu-

als.”2 So perhaps Paige was a “poor man’s friend,” if by that he meant

getting rich selling counterfeit money to people who had trouble get-

ting hold of the genuine article.

That Paige’s sprawling empire had its headquarters on the indeter-

minate line between the United States and Canada was no accident.

Despite the passage of laws criminalizing counterfeiting, the region re-

mained as it had been in Stephen Burroughs’s time: a place of continual

contest between different markets, nations, and legal systems. While

the British authorities made sporadic attempts to suppress the counter-

feit trade thriving in the interstices of the two nations, tensions with

their former colony, the conflicted and ever-changing loyalties of the

townships’ residents, and the rugged, isolated terrain of the area frus-

trated efforts to enforce the law well into the 1830s.3 Officials from the

United States had even less power over the region, because they lacked

a presence on the contested border and could neither compel the return

of fugitives nor rely on the cooperation of their British counterparts. As

a consequence, the townships quickly became the home of a class of

criminals for whom the border between the real and counterfeit was as

vague as the one separating them from the nation to the south.

If the tale of Stephen Burroughs reveals the counterfeiter’s mentalité,
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the story of his successors yields a far grittier glimpse of the inner

workings of the counterfeit economy as it developed in the opening de-

cades of the nineteenth century. Although it was based in the small vil-

lage of Dunham, Quebec, that economy stretched southward to en-

compass most of the cities and towns of the United States, drawing up

a vast number of players in a web of illicit exchange. The notes circulat-

ing within this shadow economy followed the same paths to buyers and

sellers that more conventional commodities did: the canals, roads, and

rivers of an expanding commercial society. Likewise, the various dealers

and engravers who bought and sold counterfeits managed their affairs

in a manner not so different from their more legitimate counterparts,

extending credit, selling on commission, and keeping rudimentary ac-

counts with a growing number of peripatetic wholesalers, distributors,

and retailers. It would not be an exaggeration to call these criminals

capitalists, even if their idea of making money was more literal-minded

than the bankers whose notes they imitated.

To watch the emergence of the counterfeit economy north of the

border is to glimpse—in a mirror, dimly—the emergence of a free-

wheeling capitalist economy in the new nation to the south. The

sounds of industry emanating from new factories underwritten with

bank notes echoed in the clank of the counterfeit printing press; the

scribble of pen and ink in the counting house blurred imperceptibly

into the forged signatures scrawled across a bogus bill; the iron laws of

supply and demand that governed the movements of ordinary com-

modities applied no less stringently to the prices at which counterfeit

money could be bought and sold. Capitalists and counterfeiters thrived

together in the early republic, and for every new bank note symbolizing

a confidence in capitalism, there was a ghostly double born in the vil-

lage here. Like their genuine counterparts, these notes passed from
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hand to hand, sometimes vexing, occasionally perplexing, but almost

always feeding a market economy whose participants hungered for a

means of exchange.

Koniackers and Kings

Most every class of criminals develops its own argot, and counterfeit-

ers were no exception. They had slang terms for their profession and

their stock in trade, words that seem puzzling to us today. No one,

for example, still calls a counterfeiter a “koniacker.” One of the first to

explain the term was William Coffey, who in 1823 wrote an exposé of

prison life where he observed that “counterfeit money is called, among

Sharpers, by the slang name of cogniac.” In New York City alone,

he reported, “there are sixteen wholesale dealers, pursuing different

occupations, who have steady customers, to whom they sell, at a regu-

lar per centage, their imported Cogniac,” and who maintained, Coffey

reported, a “regular chain of communication, extending directly

through the most populous parts of the State of New York, and onward

to the Canadian line.” Koniackers, coniackers, cogniac: it makes sense

if you look at old maps of the township of Dunham, the epicenter of

the counterfeit economy in the early nineteenth century. Branching

out from what was once the main street of the village is a tiny road

that snakes up into the hills. Both on maps, as well as in many secret

circles in Canada and the United States, this dirt road was called

“Cogniac Street.”4

It is not known who gave the road its name: the counterfeiters, the

customers, or someone else. It is a picturesque if somewhat windswept

place today, lined with fields, patches of forest, apple orchards, and the

occasional squat stone house. As modest as it looks now, for some

twenty years this was the cradle of counterfeiting in North America, a
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reputation its inhabitants did not bother to hide. Fitch Reed, a minister

who was stationed in nearby St. Armand in the 1820s, recalled the “set-

tlement known as Coniac Street—‘Coniac’ being a vulgar name for

counterfeit money. I was told that every family in that place was con-

cerned in the production of spurious bank-bills.” Noting that he often

saw “the engraver of their plates, and the scribe who filled up the bills”

at his meetings, Reed claimed that “the greater part of the counterfeit

bank-bills circulating at that time in the United States . . . were manu-

factured in this region.”5

Cogniac Street began flourishing around the time that Stephen Bur-

roughs faded from the scene and a number of colorful characters, all

men, came to be associated with the “Canada Counterfeiting Com-

pany,” as one newspaper dubbed the business. These included Seneca

Paige; an illiterate farmer named Ebenezer Gleason, whose many sons

served in the counterfeiting workshops; William Crane, a skilled en-

graver with a penchant for brandishing a sword cane when provoked;
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an embittered refugee from a Loyalist family named Thomas Adams

Lewis; Benjamin Moses and Reuben Moses, brothers with lengthy

criminal records; and the virtuoso engraver Lyman Parkes, whose imi-

tations outshone the genuine notes he counterfeited. Of the principals,

Seneca Paige probably arrived first, when his father moved the family

to Bakersfield, Vermont, a few miles south of Dunham. He most likely

spent some time in the townships to the north, where at least one of his

brothers purchased land. Another source suggests that he kept a livery

stable in Boston for some time. Unlike Stephen Burroughs, Paige re-

mains a ghostly figure. He left behind no memoirs, no portraits, no

confessions. A single newspaper article from 1812 described him as a

“tall, slender young man, of light or fair complexion [who] stutters or

stammers in his speech.”6

This was hardly the portrait of a criminal mastermind, but in Paige’s

case, appearances could deceive. He first surfaced in the United States

in 1809 while working as a distributor for a gang of counterfeiters, per-

haps for Burroughs himself. Arrested in New Jersey with close to

$25,000 worth of bogus notes, he somehow managed to escape prose-

cution and continued to travel back and forth between Canada and the

United States. He was arrested once more in New York City in the

spring of 1811 after passing a counterfeit note. It came out during his

questioning that he had come to town to testify on behalf of a sus-

pected dealer in counterfeit money, suggesting that Paige, too, may

have been in the city on similar business. Whatever the reason, he

managed to secure an acquittal (the first of many) and returned to St.

Armand that summer. Paige apparently brought some bank note paper

with him, for in July of the same year the local authorities charged him

with intending to use it to counterfeit “foreign” bank notes. Hauled to

Montreal to face charges, Paige posted bail, then failed to appear when

it came time to face trial two months later. Subsequent attempts to find
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Paige also came up empty-handed. This was not too surprising: what-

ever the threat posed by the new laws, the distance from Montreal, the

minimal police presence, and the abundance of hiding places in the re-

gion’s caves, swamps, and forests all conspired to make the townships

an ideal place to escape prosecution. But Paige was not one to take

chances. In the fall of 1811 he returned to New York City and spent the

winter there, taking refuge from his pursuers and, perhaps, from the

harsh winters that often gripped the Canadian townships.7

What little remains of the police records from New York City dur-

ing this period suggests that Paige remained there for a couple of years,

spending his days associating with suspected dealers in counterfeit

money. He may well have been cultivating future contacts for himself,

or taking orders for his associates back in Canada, several of whom had

continued production, perhaps heartened by the rising tensions be-

tween Britain and the United States that culminated in the War of 1812.

Some measure of his success can be gauged from the fact that a host of

banks cobbled together the unprecedented sum of $1,000 for informa-

tion leading to his arrest and conviction. The reward had the desired

effect: Paige was captured not long afterward in New York City and

escorted to Baltimore to face trial. Paige nonetheless managed to wrig-

gle free by cutting a deal with local authorities, volunteering informa-

tion about his confederates in exchange for freedom. On May 13, 1812,

he sat down and directed his interlocutors to search the house of an as-

sociate back in Canada, claiming that the man possessed no fewer than

twenty-four counterfeit bank note plates.8

Paige’s timing could not have been better. The United States de-

clared war on Britain the following month, and invaded Canada later

that year. Whatever cooperative efforts already under way between the

two nations collapsed, and Paige disappeared from custody around this

time, at little cost to himself or his confederates. In theory, the con-
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flict should have ushered in a period of peace for the community of

Cogniac Street, but matters turned out otherwise. War or no war, im-

perial officers prosecuted the “koniackers” anyway, possibly because

bank notes from the United States continued to circulate as the com-

mon currency in the region or because bank officers from New Eng-

land maintained informal ties with law enforcement officials north of

the border despite the outbreak of war. Whoever initiated the prosecu-

tion, the case yielded a detailed portrait of the counterfeiting commu-

nity at Dunham, along with a revealing character sketch of Thomas

Adams Lewis (known by most simply as Adams), an engraver who be-

came one of Seneca Paige’s closest associates.

According to surviving accounts, sometime in late February of 1813,

a local citizen working on behalf of banks in the United States filed

counterfeiting charges against Thomas Adams Lewis, Joel Hill, and

Daniel Blasdell. Joseph Powell, one of the few justices of the peace

in St. Armand, drew up a warrant for their arrest and quickly depu-

tized several citizens, as was the custom in a region with little in the

way of law enforcement. One of those impressed into service, Abraham

Welch, later testified that they all bundled into a sleigh and made

the trek over the snow to Dunham, a few miles north. There they

surrounded the house of Adams and Hill, taking both men prisoner.

“There was found certain tools for the purpose of engraving,” Welch

reported, along with some scrap copper, but no plates for printing

counterfeit notes. Welch accused Hill of hiding the plates, but Hill

shrugged off the accusation, telling him “he had not any for the mak-

ing of army bills and if he had any others they would not find them.”

Taking Hill and Adams prisoner, the group then went to Daniel

Blasdell’s house, also in Dunham, where they found a chest containing

a “great Quantity of Bills on different Banks of the United States some

of which were signed and some not.” The party then returned to St.
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Armand with their prisoners, in preparation for taking them to Mon-

treal for trial.9

The first to confess was Daniel Blasdell, who on the sleigh ride back

to St. Armand told Welch that he had been the one who had signed

the bills. In a formal confession made a few days later, Blasdell testified

that in the summer of 1812, Joel Hill had approached him and asked

him to “sign off bank bills upon some of the banks of the United

States.” He agreed, and a short time later went with Hill deep into the

woods, about a mile from Hill’s house, where they struck off consider-

able quantities of notes on various banks using counterfeit plates. They

then returned, and Blasdell forged signatures on the bills for a set fee:

two dollars genuine money for every hundred bills he completed. Hill,

he recalled, promised him that in the future “he should be entitled to a

share of the bills that might thereafter be made.” That Hill had hired

Blasdell was not unusual. Every bank note, whether genuine or coun-

terfeit, bore the signature of the corporation’s president and cashier as a

testament of its authenticity. Artisanal engravers like Hill and Adams

tended to be illiterate or have relatively poor penmanship, so they hired

people like Blasdell to copy the handwriting off a genuine note and fill

in any dates or numbers.10

Hill and Adams may have had deficient handwriting, but they seem

to have been adept at the art of engraving. Both were skilled craftsmen;

the previous year Adams testified to being “by trade a wheelwright &

engraver” who also repaired clocks, while Hill claimed to be a black-

smith. Moreover, a witness called in the case reported that he had over-

heard Hill and Adams discuss their plans for engraving plates some

three years before, and that Adams had bragged he “was a good En-

graver.” According to other accounts, Hill and Adams pursued their

craft in secrecy, stashing their copper plates and tools in different hid-

ing places and printing their counterfeits in the woods at least a mile
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from their homes. This was the pattern of things to come: engravers

would work at home or in some outbuilding on the plates, which could

easily be concealed if a magistrate came to the door. When it came

time to manufacture the notes, the counterfeiters retreated deep into

the forest, and worked in the cave or hut that held their press and pa-

per. The process may seem crude, but producing counterfeits at this

time did not require a great deal of training or special equipment. Bank

notes lacked the elaborate designs that would become standard in later

years, and counterfeiters had only to imitate a few simple vignettes.11

While awaiting a hearing, Adams wrote a letter to the local magis-

trate, asking him to set bail as low as possible, and offering a defense of

his actions that betrayed a complicated set of motives for his money

making. No doubt aware that the Americans had just scored a major

victory in the Battle of York, Adams professed shock that the govern-

ment would “throw such Calamities on my family for no other Crime

than my ingraving plates on the United States.” This was a nation, he

reminded the magistrate, which was an “Enemy of his Majesty.” And

as he had already told the men who arrested him, he had not counter-

feited army bills, the paper scrip that the imperial government was us-

ing to pay its troops. He had only counterfeited the notes of banks in

an enemy nation, which he had a poor opinion of anyway. In halting

and half-literate sentences, he wrote: “I well remember how my father

was treated by the government of Rode island because he only said that

taking up arms against great britton was like children rising up against

their parents . . . for saying that and refusing to take up arms,” he la-

mented, “they harassed him . . . and took his property.”12

But as much as Adams spilled out his hatred for the former colo-

nists, he reserved his strongest words for the banks of the United

States, which he accused of “villainy and treachery” because of a clash

back in 1806. Adams, who back then was probably working for Stephen
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Burroughs, had been lured over the border by bounty hunters in order

to face counterfeiting charges. In his letter to McCord, Adams claimed

that these same agents had paid a resident sixty dollars to assist with

the operation. Adams’s accusations were probably true: several magis-

trates wrote to the provincial government shortly after Adams’s abduc-

tion to complain that Stephen Burroughs’s arch-rival, Oliver Barker,

had by “deception” enticed Adams across the contested border (“the

lines”) in order to put him in the clutches of the banks whose notes he

had counterfeited. Barker himself admitted as much several years later,

testifying that he had been sent by none other than the directors of the

Farmers Exchange Bank of Gloucester, whose fiscal chicanery would

eventually earn their bank a reputation comparable to a counterfeiter’s.

But in those earlier days, when the bank still enjoyed a reputation for

solidity and sobriety, it funded the arrest of Adams, a mission Barker

accomplished with his customary disregard of laws governing state and

national sovereignty (though Adams managed to escape jail after being

convicted).13

The kidnapping did little to raise Adams’s estimation of the United

States or its banks. “After getting clear from them by trial,” he related,

“I returned to Canada and have ever since been an Enemy to that gov-

ernment and to their Banking System.” It is not apparent, however,

what came first—his habit of counterfeiting or his hatred of banks in

the United States—for much of the rest of the letter was a furious

screed against the monetary confidence game that lay at the heart of

the American economy. “Their banking system is a private Specula-

tion,” he wrote, complaining that the Americans issued “their bills

when they pleas and Brake when they pleas & they Swindle their Sub-

jects out of their just due.” In a rhetorical flourish, he lumped together

the bankers and the government of the United States, calling them a

“corporation of Speculators” who had once before “cheated their Sol-
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diers out of their Just due by paper money and they will do the Same

now again . . . who ever lives to See this war over will find it so.”14

Was Adams playing to his audience or speaking from experience?

He did not bother to go into detail about his family’s persecution dur-

ing the Revolution, making it difficult to fit his inflamed rhetoric into a

larger life story. Yet it is easy to imagine how a sequence of events—the

abuse his father endured, the appropriation of the family property, and

the economic collapse that accompanied the Revolution—all combined

to give Adams a pathological hatred of both the United States and its

peculiar dependency on paper money. Not that he was alone in his

opinions about banks and bank notes: no less of an authority than John

Adams (no relation to our counterfeiter) took an equally dim view,

contending that “every dollar of a bank bill that is issued beyond the

quantity of gold and silver in the vaults represents nothing and is there-

fore a cheat upon somebody.” This was especially true at the time Ad-

ams the counterfeiter wrote his letter. In 1811, Congress failed to renew

the charter for the First Bank of the United States, which had been

keeping many of the state-chartered banks in check. With this stabiliz-

ing influence gone, the number of note-issuing banks tripled in the

1810s. Many of these new institutions proved less than reputable, refus-

ing to redeem their notes for specie and eventually failing in the finan-

cial panic at the end of the decade. In what became a common compar-

ison, one critic writing at this time likened bankers to counterfeiters,

claiming that “the whole sum of bank notes are a deception; they are

false and counterfeit—and that majority in legislatures who have au-

thorized them, a band of mercenary swindlers.” Banking bred hypoc-

risy, the writer argued. After all, how could the laws send a counter-

feiter “to the state-prison for life,” but permit a banker “to fabricate

millions with impunity”?15

It was against this deteriorating financial situation that a pair of local
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justices of the peace interrogated Adams two years later regarding new

charges of counterfeiting the notes of banks in the United States. “I

have thirty plates, of different banks of the United States,” he declared,

but added, “I am not such a fool, as to deliver them to you, or any one

else. These bills on the table,” he said, gesturing toward the counter-

feits spread out before him, “are true bills, made at my bank. And if the

United States will give me Two Thousand dollars, I will promise to

make no more plates or bills against their banks. They have made

peace,” he observed, “but I am yet at war with them.” My bank, their

banks: Adams fashioned a world where his imitations would bear wit-

ness to the perfidy of paper money and the bankers who issued it. In

claiming the mantle of the banker, Adams was not trying to elevate

himself to the level of a reputable financier. Rather he was arguing, as

many critics did at this time, that a banker was nothing more than a

counterfeiter in disguise, and paper money, whatever the source, was

unworthy of confidence.16

The counterfeiters of the region, even if they lacked the political

leanings of Adams, shared his disdain for authority. Adams and his

confederates who lived on Cogniac Street paid little attention to gov-

ernments of any kind, and recognized no laws save their own. It would

have been a difficult way of life to maintain elsewhere, but the town-

ships were a special place. Montreal, the closest center of imperial

power, was several days away, and the few proxies of state authority—

magistrates, justices of the peace—struggled to maintain order in a re-

gion that harbored counterfeiters, thieves, murderers, and other fugi-

tives from justice.17 As early as 1803, a local magistrate lamented that

the “tranquility of the new settlements” had been dangerously dis-

turbed “by the arrival of a class of profligate and unprincipled men”

who moved to the townships “conceiving they might follow their evil

course with less danger of detection.” This became a common refrain,
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and every year the townships’ more law-abiding citizens would petition

the colonial authorities for help, as did one supplicant who complained

in 1821 of the “influx of a transitory and immoral class, liberated from

the Gaols of the neighboring States, smuggling or escaping from their

creditors, or the pursuit of the Laws of their Country.” Yet other resi-

dents—many of them former Loyalists—looked the other way when

counterfeiters like Adams preyed on banks in the hated United States.18

As the townships’ reputation for lawlessness spread, local officials

made sporadic attempts to assert control, but met with little success. In

a typical incident one evening in 1818, a group of rioters began carous-

ing in the neighborhood of a bailiff named Ephraim Knight. As he

later relayed the story, Knight stepped up to the crowd and “com-

manded the Peace in the King’s Name,” but was immediately sur-

rounded and clubbed “unmercifully in such a way that he lay sick

for several Days afterwards.” A similar episode transpired only a few

months later, when a mob assembled on the bridge in the same town,

fired off guns, and proclaimed “the street was theirs and that they

meant to keep it, and that no man should pass.” Slow to learn, Knight

again stepped into the fray and “commanded the peace in his Majesty’s

name,” only to have his listeners begin “beating him with clubs” before

“knock[ing] him off the bridge into a small brook,” where the mob

“continued beating him while lying in the water until a party came out

of the house and took him from them.”19

The violence of these episodes notwithstanding, there is something

rather quaint about an officer of the law like Knight wading into a con-

frontation armed with nothing beyond his authority to speak for the

interests of a distant monarch. But for many years, this was the only

weapon that bailiffs and magistrates had at their disposal. Such perfor-

mances of authority rarely worked, no matter how artfully delivered.

Around the same time as the assault on Knight, for example, the Court
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of King’s Bench in Montreal sent an officer named Parker out to the

townships to arrest a suspected counterfeiter. By his own account, this

officer of the law traveled several days through wild terrain, equipped

with nothing to substantiate his mission beyond an arrest warrant. Af-

ter locating his quarry, he marched up and “put his hand on the shoul-

der” of the suspect and said, “I arrest you in his Majesty’s name.” The

counterfeiter, Parker reported with some incredulity, turned around

and “demanded by what authority!” A bit flummoxed, Parker showed

him the warrant, but his intended prisoner allegedly said “that was no

authority and he would not go unless compelled by force.” Parker tried

to command the bystanders to assist him (also in the king’s name), but

they laughed at him, and one warned him that he would receive “a

damned licking before he left the place” if he continued his efforts.

Parker decided to cut his losses, and returned empty-handed.20

Parker’s superiors ascribed his failure to “personal timidity,” but Wil-

liam Felton, a local property owner, defended him in a letter to Mon-

treal. “No man who knows these people and their manners can believe

them incapable of conveying a threat in a manner which, while it is

short of actual violence, is not the less serious and menacing to a person

who knows how atrocious and unprincipled they are.” This may have

been an oblique reference to the beatings of Knight the previous year,

or it may have been a more general acknowledgment of the willingness

of counterfeiters and their allies to back up their threats. Counterfeiters

often burned down the homes of individuals who initiated prosecu-

tions, or fended off teams of officers with guns, clubs, axes, and pitch-

forks. Many counterfeiters also showed themselves willing to mount

rescue attempts if officers seized their confederates. In one instance,

several citizens served an arrest warrant on a counterfeiter named John

Little, tied him up, and set out with their prisoner on a sleigh for Mon-

treal. According to the lead officer, no sooner had the team gone more
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than a mile “when he saw 5 hostile men on horseback brandishing their

arms,” one of whom rode up in front of the sleigh, cocked a pistol at

him, and said, “Stop or die.”21

Few counterfeiters resorted to such extreme measures. There was a

far simpler solution, if a little inconvenient: go to Montreal, post bail,

and return home to Cogniac Street and begin counterfeiting anew.

This is exactly what Thomas Adams Lewis did after his last encounter

with the authorities in 1816, and in his case, as with others like it, the

authorities failed to follow up, frustrated by the time and expense of

capturing the suspect yet again. The few times that cases went to court,

the counterfeiters always escaped prosecution, thanks to the efforts of

their defense attorney, who was especially skilled at having indictments

quashed outright.22 Only in those rare instances when counterfeiters

extended their efforts to the Bank of Canada or the Bank of Montreal

(a capital offense) did authorities have some success. Counterfeiters

who restricted their imitations to the notes of banks south of the bor-

der had little to fear.23

Seneca Paige eventually drifted back to Cogniac Street after extri-

cating himself from the clutches of the Baltimore authorities—and

after making a well-publicized escape from a Wilkesbarre jail three

years later. By at least one account, he entered into an alliance with

Thomas Adams Lewis and several other borderline bankers: Elijah

Hurd, Ebenezer Gleason, and Joseph Brace. According to one wit-

ness a few years later, these individuals “conducted the counterfeit-

ing business in company and . . . received an equal proportion of the

profits arising thereupon.” Despite this show of equality, each played a

different role. Paige, for example, handled orders and sales while Ad-

ams and Hurd engraved the plates. A similar collective had also co-

alesced by this time around a former carpenter turned engraver named

William Crane, who had ties to the Wing family, another of the crimi-
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nal dynasties of Cogniac Street. Crane, one of the more talented en-

gravers working at this time, became something of a mentor to suc-

ceeding generations of counterfeiters. Over the next twenty years, the

two companies that coalesced around Paige and Crane engaged in a

desperate battle for a larger share of the market in counterfeit notes,

enacting the same struggle between monopoly and competition that

preoccupied legitimate commerce around this time.24

Relations between the two gangs of counterfeiters soured sometime

in 1818. The reasons remain obscure. Perhaps Crane’s talents put Paige

and Adams at a disadvantage when competing for the customers who

visited Cogniac Street; maybe Crane wanted to monopolize the trade

for himself. Whatever the reason, the resulting tangle of treachery and

deception enmeshed officers of the law from both Canada and the

United States in a contretemps that accomplished little, save to dem-

onstrate that counterfeiters befriended their enemies and betrayed their

friends (though not their families) with bewildering ease. Like some

caricature of homo economicus, counterfeiters embraced self-interest to

guide their motives and movements, no matter how damaging the con-

sequences. Counterfeiters as a class acquired a reputation for shape-

shifting, forging and abandoning partnerships with equanimity, con-

stantly adapting to the needs of the moment, never remaining in one

place or personality for long. They crossed, double-crossed, and other-

wise deceived one another with little provocation. While their propen-

sity for internecine struggle left them open to infiltration, translating

those conflicts into convictions proved next to impossible. If anything,

law enforcement officers who tried to navigate the criminal economy

inevitably ended up becoming the unwitting instruments of one gang

or another.

The events of 1818 offered a remarkable demonstration of the power

of counterfeiters to exploit the law to their own advantage. A local
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magistrate, Leon Lalanne, launched a series of raids. In a succession of

intrigues too convoluted to narrate in detail, local counterfeiters Turner

Wing and William Crane, who sought to “engross the whole of the

trade to themselves,” directed the magistrate to prosecute their rivals on

Cogniac Street. Lalanne eventually realized his mistake, and tried to

arrest Crane, who by this time was busy at work churning out a new

batch of counterfeits. “I sent a party thither,” he reported, but Crane

was prepared for him: “he barred every aperture in the walls of his

house, & swore he would shoot every one that would attempt to enter.”

Stymied, Lalanne watched as Crane blew a trumpet and fired three

guns, which was “the signal for the mustering of his associates who

flew to his aid.” Soon after, several men—members of the Wing fam-

ily—materialized out of the forest, “threatened to kill whoever would

approach,” and then went up to the windows and carried away all the

incriminating materials on horseback.25

In the end, Lalanne was left with nothing, as he himself admitted

in this last report on the subject. The only positive aspect of his en-

counter was his assessment of the code of conduct among the counter-

feiters in his district. “They are a divided family,” he observed, “and

if they are properly managed, they will ruin each other sooner than

any foolish & inefficient provincial statute could if they were united.”

And with that, Lalanne concluded his narrative, complaining, “I have

been harassed these six days & nights by thieves & coniackers. My

clock strikes two a.m.,” he observed, and “my eyes . . . permit me not

to see.” He signed off and sent the letter, receiving a reply a couple

weeks later from Thomas McCord, the chief magistrate of Montreal.

McCord agreed that the whole affair could have been better managed,

and in an allusion to Crane’s treachery, conceded that the government

had “been made tools by one set to annoy another.” He also added, in a

pessimistic aside, that he thought nothing could be done until the leg-
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islature made counterfeiting a capital crime. As for Crane, he encour-

aged Lalanne to “drive him out of your neighborhood,” but reminded

him that “we have no funds to carry on these prosecutions and there-

fore will not employ people we cannot pay.” The colonial government,

McCord reminded Lalanne, had already registered “enormous expense”

in getting people to and from Montreal to testify as witnesses and

could not continue doing so.26

McCord’s letter testified to the extraordinary obstacles in the way of

prosecuting counterfeiters operating in the townships. While local of-

ficials like Lalanne could initiate proceedings against counterfeiters,

they rarely turned the counterfeiters’ ever-shifting alliances to any ad-

vantage. If captured, counterfeiters could always post bail and return

to the townships or, in special cases, slip across the border to the

United States. There, one writer would later recall, they could “snap

their fingers in the faces of the pursuers, who, for lack of an extradi-

tion treaty, dared not pursue them beyond their own jurisdiction.” This

is what William Crane eventually did sometime after his last encoun-

ter with Lalanne, and settled just over the border in Vermont, where

he commenced operations once again. As for the counterfeiters who

remained behind, the 1820s proved to be a rather prosperous decade.

Thanks to Seneca Paige, who assumed a leadership role, Cogniac

Street became the leading supplier of counterfeit money throughout

the United States. By the 1830s, an extensive network of wholesalers,

distributors, and dealers looked to Paige and his confederates to supply

them with money.27

Paige, who adopted the outward guise of a respectable merchant,

running his country store and speculating in lumber and real estate,

worked diligently to defend Cogniac Street’s competitive edge. Toward

that end, Paige recruited skilled engravers, enabling the gang to keep

pace with the intricate notes that banks commissioned to frustrate
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counterfeiters. The influx of outside talent did not go unnoticed. In the

spring of 1824, for instance, a self-proclaimed member of the “Anti-

Coniack Club” wrote to a newspaper in Vermont, reporting on Paige’s

movements. This and several other letters sent by the same individual

are difficult to interpret, in part because the writer, perhaps fearful of a

libel suit, rarely referred to anyone by name. Seneca Paige, for example,

was described as a “man . . . whose Sir name is P. and his Christian

name is very similar to that which Druggists give to a certain root.”

This same correspondent was a bit more specific about the new hire,

noting that Paige had “employed a first-rate sculptor from the United

States, (a dishonest devil no doubt) to come into Canada and there in a

den prepared for him ‘by the devil and his angels,’ to engrave for him a

quantity of plates on the different banks of the United States. The

name of the engraver is by some said to be Parks.”28

This missive offered the first hard evidence that Paige had secured

the talents of Lyman Parkes, one of the most accomplished criminal

engravers of his day. Much of what is known about Parkes comes from

the National Police Gazette, which some years later published a biogra-

phy that turned him into a tragic hero, a brilliant mechanic seduced

from the path of righteousness by a cabal of counterfeiters—a “victim

of his own genius.” According to this didactic account, Parkes was born

in a small town in western Massachusetts. He demonstrated consider-

able artistic talent, and his parents apprenticed him to learn the craft

of carving headstones. Parkes, however, “was ambitious, and a secret,

burning pride, which is the natural offspring of an aspiring mind, made

him look forward hopefully to a better destiny than that of a mere chis-

eller of formal characters, and monotonous outlines upon monumental

marble.” Bored, he took up the study of chemistry, specifically the study

of acids, and “attracted . . . by numerous accounts of ingenious counter-

feits and alterations of bank notes, by certain subtle fluids, he amused
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himself by experimenting in the same science.” These endeavors natu-

rally led him to take up the craft of engraving, which he “conquered . . .

with the same masterly facility that had marked every other effort of

his skill.”29

In keeping with this sentimental portrait, the downfall of Parkes

came at the hands of others less scrupulous than himself. According to

the National Police Gazette, Parkes worked as both an engraver and

carver of gravestones, married at age twenty-two, and achieved some

measure of prosperity. This same account claimed that Parkes’s wife

died not long after, leaving him with a daughter. The tragedy left him

“desolate,” and Parkes “neglected his business, secluded himself in the

house, and sunk into a profound misanthropy.” Somehow—and here

his biographer was curiously vague—Parkes met Smith Davis, a dis-

tributor working for the Cogniac Street gang. Davis, cast as a diabolical

figure by the National Police Gazette, approached Parkes while posing as

the cashier of a Boston bank, and asked him to engrave a bank note

plate. Parkes did the job so well that Davis commissioned him to do

another plate, and then another. In an intricate maneuver, Davis next

arranged a trap for Parkes, hiring accomplices to pose as constables and

arrest the two men. After staging an “escape,” he persuaded Parkes to

flee with him to Cogniac Street. “The Devil and Smith Davis had tri-

umphed,” the National Police Gazette reported, and Parkes thus “be-

came a great counterfeiter, and consequently a great rogue.” It was a

compelling story: the innocent man drawn into a life of crime by the

hardened criminal.30

Unfortunately, the story was as false as the notes that flowed from

Parkes’s press. The engraver was not corrupted by the Cogniac Street

gang so much as hired by them on the basis of his burgeoning reputa-

tion as a counterfeiter. Sile Doty, a self-described “leader of a gang of

counterfeiters, horse thieves and burglars” in Vermont, recalled many
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years later how he met “this very popular engraver” on the stagecoach

to Boston in 1821. Doty devoted several pages to the famed forger, de-

scribing “this man . . . known only to men of our character” as a person

“of refinement” and his family as “well-educated and stylish.” Parkes’s

daughter, Julia, helped her father sign the notes, being “an accom-

plished penman [who] could imitate any handwriting or cut any flour-

ishes with the pen she wanted.” Parkes had been making counterfeits

for some time, and Doty recalled the counterfeiter boasting that “I deal

with men in high life; men of wealth and influence, living as far off as

New Orleans, Charleston, Richmond, and Washington, many of them

bankers and brokers.” Though well connected, Parkes nonetheless un-

derstood the importance of seclusion. Parkes took Doty to a mountain

high above a river and showed him his secret workshop, a cavern “with

only a small aperture for a door, using a flat stone for that purpose.”

Doty recalled how Parkes, taking a “dark lantern, entered the place . . .

Here was a rocky room . . . and here were his tools and implements.”31

After arriving in Dunham, Parkes became an integral member of the

gang, arguably the most accomplished engraver of the collective. His

biographer spoke of him with unabashed admiration. “He had compet-

itors in the engraving line, among the members of his own band,

but his genius laughed them all to scorn, and by common acknowl-

edgment, he at length bore away the palm.” According to this same

account, the newcomer enriched the fortunes of Paige, Adams, and

the other members of the gang, because his superior imitations com-

manded high prices. Parkes spent much of the 1820s working with the

Cogniac Street gang, though he spent two years in Charleston State

Prison after an untimely conviction for forgery in Boston in April 1825.

Two years later he returned to his workshop in Massachusetts, pro-

ducing counterfeit plates from afar for his masters in Canada. The

financial details of these arrangements have been lost, but the most
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likely scenario—and the one that eventually became the norm in the

succeeding decades—was that the principals like Paige were acting as

full-fledged capitalists, advancing funds to someone like Parkes, from

whom they would take possession of the counterfeit plate, and thus ex-

tract the lion’s share of the profit.32

Thanks in part to hired talent like Parkes, Cogniac Street prospered

in the 1820s. After their botched attempts to crack down on the coun-

terfeiters, the authorities in Montreal generally left the region alone,

and local efforts to prosecute counterfeiting and related crimes gener-

ally proved ineffectual. In fact, the only real hindrance to the continued

production of counterfeit notes in the region seem to have been the

simmering tensions between the Cogniac Street collective and William

Crane, who had founded his own gang on the other side of the border

after his clash with Lalanne. The conflict erupted into violence in the

summer of 1824, and the same correspondent who had reported Parkes’s

arrival trumpeted the news: “War! War! The Counterfeiting Gang of

Berkshire . . . vs. Their Brethren in Iniquity, of Lower Canada.” He

reported that at “a general assembly of the Berkshire counterfeiting

gang,” the president, one “William Engraver” (the writer’s nickname

for William Crane) alluded to an existing “alliance” between his own

gang and his colleagues in Canada. This agreement apparently stipu-

lated that both gangs would share the market in counterfeit notes,

but Crane accused Paige and his confederates of adopting “monopoliz-

ing principles,” thus “wrenching from us . . . our share of the opportu-

nities.”33

With Crane playing the part of the upstart entrepreneur, and Paige

the monopolist, the two gangs played out a drama that echoed the one

brewing in the courts of the United States, where a growing number of

judges ruled against exclusive franchises in favor of open competition.

Crane, who could not sue, necessarily turned to other tools at his dis-
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posal. According to one account, Crane led his forces through the for-

ests to Dunham in the middle of the night “armed with swords, pistols,

and bludgeons.” They attacked at dawn, and carried off “considerable

booty,” including a number of plates and $4,000 in notes; they also

took several people prisoner, including Seneca Paige’s father, who was

working the presses when Crane and his associates arrived. As it turned

out, Crane’s victory proved fleeting, for shortly afterward, this same

correspondent wrote another letter relating that Paige “has pitched bat-

tle with the Vermont rascals; has been successful in his turn, & it has

resulted in their complete overthrow,” along with the return of his

plates, tools, and presumably, his father. An uneasy peace settled on

Cogniac Street after this episode, and though Paige and his associates

dominated the business, they tolerated continued competition from

Crane, who engraved plates in Vermont for the Wing family, another

counterfeiting clan that lived on Cogniac Street. The rest of the decade

proved relatively uneventful, and dealers arrested in New York City fre-

quently mentioned traveling to Cogniac Street to pick up new supplies

of counterfeit notes on sale north of the border.34

As the states chartered more and more banks, the counterfeiting

business boomed. Every new note issued by a bank represented an ad-

ditional opportunity for the criminal capitalists who set up shop on the

frontier. Each genuine note issued by a state-sanctioned bank surfaced

in a more shadowy, less substantial form in the workshops run by these

illicit entrepreneurs. Though people like Seneca Paige may not have

been bankers in the strictest sense of the term, they came close to ap-

proximating their more reputable brethren in spirit, if not in prac-

tice. As one writer observed of the counterfeiters on Cogniac Street,

“There is scarcely a dealer in all our country, who cannot produce

abundant specimens of the ingenuity of this kind of banking gentry.”

But the gentry were only the beginning. A host of lesser men on the
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make played a part in getting the notes out of the wilderness and into

circulation.35

Imports, Exports, and Agents

In 1819, De Witt Clinton, the governor of New York, submitted his an-

nual message to the legislature. He addressed various issues of concern

to the state, lingering on one in particular: the problem of counterfeit-

ing in Lower Canada, “principally carried on in a remote part of that

country.” For the edification of his listeners, Clinton gave a top-to-bot-

tom view of the counterfeit economy, beginning with the “engravers of

plates, makers of paper, and signers of notes,” most of whom he ob-

served “generally reside out of our jurisdiction.” He then identified

“messengers, who are constantly passing from various parts of the

country to the seat of counterfeiting, to obtain spurious money and

convey it to places of deposit,” as the succeeding link in the chain. Next

were “those who keep places of deposit, generally in the vicinity of

large towns.” These individuals, he explained, sell the notes to the

fourth and final class of counterfeiters: the “utterers,” or “passers,” who

put the money into circulation.36

This was a fairly accurate portrait of the counterfeit economy’s many

layers and players. While Cogniac Street was the fountainhead of the

industry, the engravers who worked there relied heavily on an extensive

network of mobile couriers and wholesalers as well as residential retail-

ers who channeled counterfeits into the hands of the people who would

undertake the more risky task of passing the notes on to unsuspecting

shopkeepers, merchants, and grocers. In the early years of counterfeit-

ing in the townships, this network was neither sophisticated nor exten-

sive. Stephen Burroughs forged few commercial ties to the cities to the

south; most of the notes he produced were sold directly to passers in
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Vermont or to the many itinerant sellers of notes who hawked their

wares throughout the New England countryside.

The experiences of William Stuart, a burglar and con man from

Connecticut, epitomize the spirit of this early period. Writing many

years later, Stuart recalled how as a teenager in 1807 he and a friend had

been carousing in a tavern in Norwalk, Connecticut, when a man came

in who had what “seemed to be a defect in one of his eyes; for he wore a

green shade lying close over one eye ball.” After watching Stuart atten-

tively, the mysterious man beckoned the teens to follow him outside.

The trio sat down in a field, where the man took off his eye patch.

“The patch of silk over his eye was used to blind others—not himself,”

Stuart recalled. The man pulled out a roll of bank notes, “told us they

were counterfeit, and offered to sell us some of them. Neither of us

understood what counterfeit money was,” he recalled with some em-

barrassment. The dealer explained, and as Stuart recalled, “we now

saw how suddenly we could become rich . . . It was Burroughs’ money,

and to our eyes at least, as good as genuine.” The dealer offered to sell

them for “ten dollars a hundred, any quantity that we wished.” Not

having any cash, Stuart agreed to trade his horse, saddle, and bridle for

counterfeit notes having a face value of three hundred dollars. In a

symbolic moment, Stuart exchanged the barter economy for the mar-

ket economy.37

Many of these early counterfeit salesmen or distributors had no fixed

residence. They constituted a class of wayward capitalists who spent

their days wandering the rivers, canals, turnpikes, and other commer-

cial arteries of the new nation with “saddle bags richly laden,” as one

newspaper put it. Another described a dealer arrested with thousands

of dollars’ worth of counterfeit bills as “one of those counterfeiting

gentry, whose traveling circuit extends from Canada to the Southern

States.” One dealer arrested around this time in New York City testi-
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fied that he had “no particular place to live at,” having spent the pre-

ceding months on the road between New England and New York;

another apprehended a few years later related how he had spent the

summer on the road, traveling to and from Ohio, Virginia, Washing-

ton, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Canada, and New York City.

Some of these dealers combined their business with peddling, an obvi-

ous combination, given that itinerant peddlers and counterfeit sales-

men both symbolized the democratization of capitalism and its com-

modities. Peddlers sold cheap goods; counterfeiters sold cheap money.38

The dealers who visited Cogniac Street and the other manufactories

in Canada purchased notes under a variety of arrangements. In some

cases, the purchaser would select from stock that the counterfeiters al-

ready had on hand, much of which Seneca Paige sold from behind the

counter of a country store he had opened in Dunham. Paige apparently

provided special containers for carrying the notes, such as the mahog-

any dressing case with hidden compartments found in the possession of

a distributor arrested in New Haven.39 Other customers purchased di-

rectly from one of the engravers, as did Daniel Bailey, a peddler who

visited in 1814. Upon arriving in Dunham, he was “introduced to a man

by the name of Adams” who supplied him with $2,000 worth of coun-

terfeit notes on banks in New York. Bailey testified that he had agreed

to “vend” these notes for Adams and “return to Canada and pay him a

certain portion of the proceeds.” Such arrangements were not at all un-

usual: even at the typical rate of ten genuine dollars for one hundred

bogus, many visitors lacked the funds to buy goods outright, and the

counterfeiters advanced credit in much the same way that country mer-

chants did. They also accepted payments in jewelry, watches, stolen

goods, and other commodities that circulated like money through the

nation’s shadow economy.40

Stolen horses became the most common currency among the coun-
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terfeiting fraternity. Like specie, but far more portable, horses simulta-

neously served as a source of capital, a means of exchange, and a means

of transportation. Indeed, gangs of horse thieves doubled as distribu-

tors of counterfeit notes, using the horses to deliver shipments of

worthless paper. Cogniac Street thus became not only the center of

counterfeiting, but also a depot for people trafficking in stolen steeds,

with visitors bringing purloined horses from the United States to Can-

ada, or vice versa. In other cases the theft was a bit more subtle: visitors

to Cogniac Street might buy horses with counterfeit money in one of

the border states, then take refuge in Canada. Whatever the means of

acquiring the horses, the same logic of border crossing applied, with

distributors of counterfeit notes in the United States acquiring horses

and distributing counterfeits as they crossed state lines, often extracting

a double profit at the conclusion of their journey.41

While visitors to Cogniac Street often purchased whatever notes

the gangs had in stock, some customers (typically a dealer) would bring

the note they wished to have counterfeited and then wait while the

engravers produced the plate and printed the notes. William Stuart,

for example, wrote that after working with “Burroughs’ bills,” he even-

tually concluded that they “were not a good imitation” on account of

the fact that “people began to examine their bank notes.” Wanting

something of a higher quality, he saddled his horse and “went to Can-

ada, to a place called the Slab City, to the firm of Crane & Staples,

superior copperplate engravers.” Slab City was a code word for the vil-

lage of Frelighsburgh in St. Armand, and the “firm” he visited was

probably the counterfeiting partnership of William Crane. “They en-

graved notes of several different Banks that were presented to them,” Stu-

art recalled. “In little more than a week they produced [for] me notes

on Barker’s Exchange Bank, some on New Jersey banks, and some gen-

uine ones [one-dollar notes] on the Commercial Bank of Philadel-
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phia.” These banks, he explained, “had the most extensive circulation,”

making them easier to pass. Stuart, who was very pleased with Crane’s

work, paid him at the rate of ten dollars “real” money for every one

hundred dollars counterfeit. “They received pay in watches, gold rings

and old jewelry,” recalled Stuart, “and the balance in cash.”42

This practice of commissioning counterfeits became routine in the

succeeding years. According to an undercover agent dispatched by the

imperial authorities, a wholesaler named James Connor had informed

him “that he had brought from New York a genuine five Dollar Bill of

the Franklin Bank in the City of New York for the purpose of getting a

Plate of it engraved.” In an interesting illustration of the power of eco-

nomic competition within the counterfeiting enclave, this same witness

testified that Connor “had shewn [the genuine bill] to Adams who told

him it could not be done.” Disappointed, Connor “then shewed it to

William Crane who informed him it might be done.” As an induce-

ment, he offered Crane $150 for the job, suggesting that Connor was a

dealer of some means. After all, Connor had bragged to this same wit-

ness that he “had cleared fifteen hundred dollars over and above ex-

penses” selling counterfeit money in New York City between July and

September, but had decided to wait another month before returning

because of a “Stagnation of Business,” which the examiner understood

to mean “the counterfeit Business.” The market, in other words, was

saturated, and Connor would wait until business picked up. Counter-

feits, like every other commodity, obeyed the same laws of supply and

demand.43

Anyone familiar with the market in bogus money knew that coun-

terfeits were governed by the capitalist code. When the New York City

police arrested Daniel Fowler, a well-known wholesaler, a local paper

claimed that Fowler conducted his business “in as deliberate and sys-

tematic a style as any man of business ever conducted a cloth or other
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manufactory.” Every year, the paper related, Fowler “went two or three

times . . . to Dunham, in Canada, at which place is the counterfeit pa-

per manufactory.” There he placed orders and brought back large quan-

tities of counterfeits in “hard little packages, about three inches thick.”

Like any good businessman, he then “exhibited his samples” to the deal-

ers, “the excellence or defects of which were criticized in a grave, sober,

business-like manner.” Though tongue-in-cheek, the account hinted at

a deeper truth: counterfeiting was not something practiced by lone in-

dividuals; rather, it involved an elaborate network of buyers and sellers

whose activities spanned vast distances. Its cast of characters bore an

eerie resemblance to the buyers and sellers of wheat, coal, cloth, or any

other commodity traded at this time. And like those who trafficked in

these goods, buyers of counterfeits looked for evidence that their bogus

money would capture the confidence of the market. Wholesalers pur-

chased counterfeit notes “at prices,” one paper averred, “proportional to

the neatness of the execution and the exactness of the imitation of the

genuine notes.” Those wholesale prices could range from as low as five

or ten cents of “real money” per counterfeit dollar to as high as forty

cents for a note that could command more confidence. The “exchange

rate” depended as well on the size of the order, which could be as little

as a few hundred dollars or as many as a million. If buying in bulk low-

ered prices, so did paying for counterfeits in genuine currency. As the

National Police Gazette later observed, one hundred dollars in counter-

feit money went for “ten dollars worth of valuable property, or for five

dollars of bankable paper.”44

In light of the complexity of the counterfeit economy, it should

come as no surprise that wealthier distributors began to hire people to

do the dirty work for them: so-called boodle carriers whose job it was

to deliver the package of counterfeit notes (the boodle) to its destina-

tion. Louis Sampier, a laborer living near Dunham, recalled how John
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Connor (a nephew of James) came to his house in December 1821 and

“bargained with him to carry to the City of New York a bladder full of

papers . . . and deliver it to his (Connor’s) father old John Connor . . .

and that Old John would then give him . . . forty Dollars in Silver

money.” Connor may have hired Sampier because he did not have

the time to go to New York himself. Alternatively, he might have

feared being caught with notes in his possession, much the way his son

Timothy had been captured in Vermont the previous year. Law en-

forcement officials knew by sight the better-known distributors, and

did not hesitate to seize and search them in the hopes of finding coun-

terfeits in their possession. Employing a boodle carrier helped mini-

mize the chance that a shipment would be seized. After delivering the

goods, many of these hired hands then carried much-needed supplies

to Cogniac Street on the return trip back to Canada, particularly bank

note paper. For example, when New York City’s high constable Jacob

Hays arrested one such courier, he “found on him a Memorandum

book containing his expenses to St. Albans which is called by them the

Slabb City, sometimes Coniac St. so called by the Coniackers and also

found in the same book samples of paper for the purpose of bank

notes.”45

If Cogniac Street was the cradle of the counterfeit economy, the

wholesalers who marketed its wares constituted a vast, far-reaching

web startling in its extent and complexity. In 1833, one of the gang gave

a deposition listing approximately two hundred commercial contacts in

places as far away as Boston, Indianapolis, and Wheeling, Virginia, as

well as many more who lived within only a few weeks’ travel. The prox-

imity of many of these individuals to canal systems suggests that these

waterways, aside from revolutionizing legitimate commerce, also trans-

formed the distribution of counterfeit notes during the 1820s. Two such

waterways proved especially important to the counterfeit trade. The
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Champlain Canal, which connected Albany with Lake Champlain,

gave distributors from New York City easy access to Cogniac Street.

Dealers could now take a steamboat up the Hudson River, switch to a

canal boat, and then sail to the northern end of Lake Champlain, a

day’s walk from Dunham. Likewise, the opening of the Erie Canal and

its tributaries enabled Paige and his successors to reach all of New

York, much of western Pennsylvania, and parts of Ohio and Indiana.

Indeed, many of the individuals identified in the confession had direct

ties to the canal system’s economy: “Cisse Kerry, the owner and naviga-

tor of a packet boat on the Erie Canal . . . Captain Otis Allen, owner

and navigator of a packet-boat on the western canal . . . [and] Z. W.

Cowden, formerly a tavern keeper at Montezuma on said canal.” This

particular counterfeiter alluded to a number of others, noting simply

that “I have known a great number of other persons engaged in this

kind of traffic, perhaps not less in all than three hundred in the state of

New York.”46

While many counterfeit notes went to distributors living in rural

areas, urban centers swiftly became the most important market for

counterfeits from Cogniac Street. A large laboring population supple-

mented its meager earnings with bogus bills, and the growing size of

cities made it easier to “pass” or “shove” counterfeits without detection.

These men and women obtained their bogus money via an elaborate

community of wholesalers and retailers related to one another by blood

and marriage. A handful of clans typically dominated the business

in each major city, and the selling and passing of counterfeit notes

consequently remained an intimate business, dependent on compli-

cated networks of relatives and friends who could be trusted to abide by

their agreements. It was a world of face-to-face relationships, one that

persisted and thrived within the larger urban milieu. There was, of

course, a curious irony in this: an enterprise that exploited the growing
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anonymity of modern commercial society depended on old-fashioned

communal ties, much the way many legitimate bankers built their en-

terprises on the foundation of familial contacts forged in close-knit

communities.47

New York City swiftly became the most important export market for

counterfeits, and what little evidence remains from the early nineteenth

century suggests that the Connor family became the first to market

Cogniac Street’s wares. The patriarch of the clan, John Connor, moved

his family from Albany to New York City around 1811. He had ties to

Seneca Paige and other counterfeiters in Canada, and he soon gained a

reputation, Jacob Hays reported, for being a “notorious passer or ven-

dor of counterfeit money.” Despite occasional harassment from the po-

lice, Connor grew wealthy working as a distributor for Cogniac Street.

One witness testified that she did not believe “Conner does any thing”

for a living, but nonetheless “appears to live very well,” adding that the

family had “every thing [in] plenty.” This was a bit unfair. Connor, his

son, John Junior, and his son’s wife, Hannah, did have a legitimate line

of work: they ran a tavern in the neighborhood of Mulberry Street.

Each tended bar, serving their working-class patrons with drinks. But

they also sold counterfeit notes, with Hannah Connor becoming espe-

cially infamous for handling bogus money. One retailer who purchased

from them later testified that the family would “always keep a stock of

counterfeit money on hand for sale.”48

John Connor’s brother, James, also worked in the business, shuttling

back and forth between New York City and Cogniac Street at regular

intervals. So, too, did James’s son Timothy. Both brought genuine

notes to Cogniac Street in order to have plates engraved, carried the

counterfeits back to their parents for sale in the tavern, or sent the bo-

gus bills in the hands of a boodle carrier. Sometimes James Connor re-

cruited trusted friends of the family into the business. One suspect
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testified, for example, that after having known James Connor for some

time, the latter “finally . . . mentioned that he was concerned in dealing

counterfeit money & that there was a great speculation to be made in

it.” This same suspect, “being poor,” agreed to assist and accompanied

Connor up to Cogniac Street, where they waited on Thomas Adams

Lewis and William Crane to engrave, print, and prepare an order to be

taken back to New York City.49

In time, many others besides the Connor family profited from the

wholesale or retail market in counterfeit notes. Like the Connors, al-

most all of these entrepreneurs lived in the working-class neighbor-

hoods east of Broadway and below Houston Street, and many sold

their wares out of taverns and grog shops in or near the Bowery. Some

of these individuals and their families had ties to John Connor and his

family. A dealer named Guy Fuller, for example, married one of the

daughters of James Connor, and set up a tavern with her brother. Simi-

larly, a retailer named George Mariner apparently depended on John

Connor for his supply of counterfeits, which he sold out of a grocery

on Rutgers Street.50 But others operating around the same time—

Rufus Severance, Daniel Fowler, William Goldsby, and Selah Coles, to

name a few—appear to have had limited dealings with the Connor

family, and corresponded with Cogniac Street on their own terms. This

increasingly became the case in 1820, when John Connor died and

Jacob Hays secured enough evidence to convict other members of the

family.51

In the 1820s, there arrived on the scene other dealers, some of whom

had useful ties to other elements in the criminal underworld. Smith

Davis, for example, who eventually acquired a reputation as the “King

of the Koniackers,” did time in prison for robbing a mail coach. After

obtaining a pardon from President James Madison (a prison doctor

helpfully testified that the future counterfeiter had “a complicated ner-
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vous debility that on some occasions seems to endanger his life”), Davis

set up a tavern at the corner of Grand and Clinton Streets around 1825,

just a few blocks from the wharves of the East River.52 This “small, two

story building,” recalled the National Police Gazette a number of years

later, “was devoted to the purposes of a porter-house,” but doubled as

“the resort of all the pickpockets and burglars about town.” This same

porter house became a key entrepôt for the wholesaling and retailing of

counterfeit notes, which Davis brought back from Canada using a so-

phisticated relay of horses. Davis, whom the National Police Gazette de-

scribed as a “dapper little man about five feet high, with a round, small

head, and face, the prevailing expression of which was cunning,” did

not use force to secure his grip on the market; instead, duplicity and be-

trayal became his trademarks.53

Davis’s occasional ally and frequent rival was Abraham Shepherd,

the patriarch of an infamous family of counterfeiters. Shepherd, who

worked as a wholesaler and dealer, had a talent for printing and engrav-

ing as well. Much of what is known about the clan comes from a chap-

lain at Sing Sing, who took down their history in 1845 after counting

five members of the family in his care. This imperfect source, when

combined with other scraps of evidence, provides some sense of the

family’s origins. It seems that Abraham Shepherd, a shoemaker from

New Jersey, married Mary Earle, the daughter of a “respectable woman

of some property” who lived in Belleville, a town on the Passaic River.

They had four boys: Charles, William, Cornelius, and James. Accord-

ing to the chaplain, Abraham Shepherd initially had “the reputation of

an honest though not very industrious man,” but drifted into “idleness”

and other vices far worse. He eventually moved to New York City,

where he fraternized with “loose women and drunken men” and sold

counterfeit money.54

There was some truth in this account. Shepherd had worked as a
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shoemaker, moving to New York City in 1822 or 1823. He plied his trade

on Thompson Street, a respectable enough address, but the following

year he moved to Orange Street, in the heart of the swampy region

known as Five Points, a slum already infamous for its unpleasant sights

and smells. He remained in and around Five Points for a number of

years, just as it was becoming the focal point of criminal activity in the

growing metropolis. Perhaps Shepherd drifted into crime on account

of “idleness,” but a more believable explanation lies with his original

profession. Shoemaking underwent a devastating transformation in the

1820s, as competition from cheap factory-made shoes undercut and

eventually destroyed the existing system of masters and apprentices, re-

placing it with an economy that relied on a growing division of labor

among outworkers, many of them low-paid women and girls. Shep-

herd’s own drift into crime coincides with the intensification of that

process, for it was at some point in the mid-1820s that he quit making

shoes and began dealing in bogus notes from Cogniac Street, eventu-

ally earning what one suspect called “the name of being a dealer in

counterfeit money.”55

Like John Connor, Shepherd put his children to work in the trade.

James Shepherd, who related his life’s story on his deathbed in Sing

Sing, told the prison chaplain there that he first worked as a messenger

for his father and his father’s mistress. He recalled, for example, being

“sent to the Washington Parade Ground with what appeared to be a

basket of apples” but which actually concealed packets of counterfeit

money. This may have been one of his father’s favorite tactics: a witness

in a case from 1832 testified that he had gone to the parade grounds and

that “Shepherd’s boy brought the money in the Bottom of a Basket

which had Apples on top of it.” As he got older, James Shepherd di-

rected the distribution of larger shipments, and by his own estima-

tion superintended the delivery of hundreds of thousands of dollars in
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counterfeit notes to Philadelphia, Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and other cit-

ies. “As I was only about seventeen years of age at this time,” Shepherd

recalled, “my father took all the profits of my hazardous labour; still,

the infatuation was so great that I was led on without difficulty.” James

Shepherd eventually visited Cogniac Street and in his twenties as-

sumed ever-greater responsibilities.56

Many of the families involved in the selling and shoving of notes in-

termarried, creating new criminal alliances. James Shepherd, for exam-

ple, married Honora O’Brien, daughter of the patriarch of another clan

of counterfeiters. Honora’s father worked at selling and passing notes,

as did her sister, Kate O’Brien, who became the wife of Oakley Beamer,

who in turn had an alliance with Smith Davis. After her father’s death,

Honora’s mother, Eliza O’Brien, cohabited with Rufus Severance, a

counterfeiter who had gotten his start working with John Connor and

Seneca Paige. And her brothers Michael and Peter O’Brien became the

lieutenants of Jack Cantar, who in turn became “the heir,” as the Na-

tional Police Gazette later reported, “of the mantle which fell from the

shoulders of Smith Davis, the veritable ‘king of the koneyackers,’ on

his incarceration in the state prison, in 1838.” This abbreviated family

history, however convoluted, was by no means unusual. Almost every

counterfeiter working in New York City had an equally complex web

of kin ties to other players in the business of funneling counterfeits

from Cogniac Street. This interconnectedness had its advantages: fam-

ily members rarely “squealed” on one another. But like any extended

family, conflicts inevitably erupted, sometimes leading to more serious

breaches. In the late 1820s, for example, the different sellers and passers

affiliated with Smith Davis clashed with several members of the Shep-

herd family, though no convictions resulted.57

Men tended to dominate these disputes, much as they controlled

most of the buying and selling of counterfeit money. Women, by con-
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trast, had a subordinate status within the counterfeiting community,

even as they provided symbolic links of marriage between different

families of forgers. There were, to be sure, a few exceptions: Hannah

Connor, for example, sold counterfeits alongside her husband while

tending bar at their tavern. But most women who sold counterfeit

notes on the retail level did so only in the temporary absence of their

husbands. Women tended to help in more subtle ways: secreting

“boodles” among their own possessions, where officers would be less

likely to look, or raising money to bail their husbands out of jail.58 But

these contributions counted for little when their husbands died or re-

ceived a lengthy prison sentence. When these women were unable to

assume control of their husband’s business, many turned to other coun-

terfeiters for support, and it was not uncommon for them to live with

or marry another dealer, even if the previous husband was still alive.

One account published in the papers related how the wife of a dealer in

counterfeits already had “two husbands in the state prison: the first for

dealing largely in counterfeit money, the other for grand larceny—and

she is still young enough to adventure half a dozen times more yet, in

the hymeneal lottery, if she dare.”59

This kind of serial dependency was not, perhaps, the kind of life that

many women would have chosen for themselves. But it was not un-

common: Abraham Shepherd’s wife did much the same thing, living

with a succession of small-time dealers in counterfeit money after her

husband went to prison. It was a grim life, as she herself testified some

years later. “Abraham Shepherd is my husband,” she admitted, “but I

have not seen him the last 7 or 8 years.” As for her children, she noted

that “they are scattered about, I don’t know where they are except one

living in the Jerseys.” And when asked what she had been doing for

work, she simply said, “Anything I can get to do.” She claimed to work

as a tailoress on occasion, but in Mary Shepherd’s case, as with so many
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women in a similar position, “anything” included passing notes, for it

was at this stage of the counterfeiting enterprise that she and others

like her had an important role, however dangerous. By putting the

notes in circulation, they oversaw the culminating act of criminal al-

chemy, one in which the imitations made on Cogniac Street would

finally slip unnoticed into the wider world of commercial exchange,

commanding confidence as if they were the real thing.60

In this final transaction and transmutation, a long and torturous

journey came to an end. Hundreds if not thousands of miles away, on a

dirt road in the back woods of the northern frontier, a community of

criminal capitalists had founded a business that became the nerve cen-

ter of a counterfeit economy that thrived alongside the growing num-

ber of banks and bankers below the border. The business they built

depended on countless participants—buyers, distributors, jobbers,

wholesalers, and retailers—who moved the goods from manufactory to

market, eking out narrow margins of profit at every turn. In passing

from hand to hand, these imitations affirmed a common faith in a

shadow economy founded on the same principles embraced by cap-

italists who issued genuine bank notes: the sanctity of self-interest, the

power of credit, the quest for profit, and the centrality of competition.

Indeed, what the counterfeiters practiced was capitalism, stripped of

its pretenses and dubious claims to morality, and reduced to its fun-

damental impulses and motives. How appropriate, then, that the ille-

gitimate notes they manufactured swelled the streams of credit that

underwrote more accepted and sanctioned avenues for accumulating

wealth.

If counterfeiting and capitalism shared a fundamental set of values,

there was another, related point of convergence. Both counterfeiters

and bankers issued paper money, and the value of a counterfeit note,

just like the value of a genuine note, depended on its power to instill
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faith and confidence. And of all the counterfeits in circulation, imita-

tions of the notes of the Bank of the United States commanded the

most confidence and the highest prices—and carried with them the

prospect of the steepest penalties. The Bank of the United States sup-

plied the nation with the closest thing it had to a uniform currency, and

its fiscal probity and stability made it a tempting target for counterfeit-

ers. During the 1820s, the denizens of Cogniac Street breached the

bank’s defenses on multiple occasions, precipitating diplomatic imbro-

glios and fiscal crises. In time, bankers of a more legitimate cast at-

tacked the bank as well, ushering in the titanic political struggle known

as the Bank War. This accidental alliance led to a strange yet revealing

intermingling of the cultures of counterfeiting, capitalism, and demo-

cratic politics. Counterfeiters, more than one commentator concluded,

enjoyed the confidence of allies at the highest levels of government.

102 c o g n i a c s t r e e t c a p i t a l i s m



T H R E E

The
Bank Wars

Few visitors to Philadelphia in the late 1820s left the city

without a glimpse of the Second Bank of the United

States. Spare, massive, and fashioned of gleaming white

marble, this temple of commerce launched a rage for classical architec-

ture when completed in 1824. Like the Parthenon that inspired it, the

bank towered over its surroundings, helping to cement the city’s bur-

geoning reputation as the “Athens of America.” The building drew en-

comiums from otherwise harsh judges; as one English architectural

critic wrote a decade after its completion, “[The bank] excels in ele-

gance and equals in utility, the edifice, not only of the Bank of Eng-

land, but of any banking house in the world.” Indeed, anyone who

stood before this incarnation of antiquity, watching the steady stream

of supplicants coming and going beneath its enormous eight-columned

façade, invariably resorted to hyperbole.1

While the Second Bank of the United States cast a long shadow on

Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street, it loomed far larger over the nation’s

economic landscape. Like its predecessor, the First Bank of the United
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States (also located in Philadelphia), it served as the country’s de facto

central bank. It owed its existence to a federal charter, and the national

government deposited funds in its vaults for safekeeping, relying on the

Second Bank’s many branches to serve as fiscal agents for the collection

of taxes. In the 1820s, under the leadership of the aristocratic Nicholas

Biddle, it strived to stabilize an economic system prone to boom-and-

bust cycles by presenting state bank notes for redemption, making it

difficult for these banks to issue paper far in excess of their specie re-

serves. As a central clearinghouse, the Second Bank also regulated do-

mestic and foreign exchange, and served as what a contemporary called

the “balance wheel” of the banking system, using its substantial assets

to intervene in the nation’s economy.

For most citizens, these activities remained cloaked in mystery. Far

more visible and obvious were the Second Bank’s ubiquitous notes, the

closest the nation had to a uniform paper currency. Unlike ordinary

bank notes, these circulated at par throughout the country, though it

was precisely this stability and solidity that led counterfeiters to prey on

the bank. As any banker (or counterfeiter) knew, the greater the con-

fidence in the note imitated, the more valuable the counterfeit; indeed,

counterfeiters gave new meaning to the old adage that imitation is the

sincerest form of flattery. Established banks with reputations for con-

servative management—Boston’s Suffolk Bank, for example—attracted

the ingenuity of counterfeiters. And of all such reputable institutions,

the Second Bank of the United States stood above the rest. In attack-

ing it, counterfeiters confronted an institution that could command re-

sources no other financial organization could muster. Yet even these

proved incapable of stemming the tide of fraudulent paper. In the late

1820s, counterfeiters manufactured imitations that eroded faith in the

bank and prompted Biddle and his allies to launch an offensive against

fraudulent financiers.
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Despite such efforts, the Second Bank of the United States saw its

standing plummet in the early 1830s, inaugurating a slow period of de-

cline that culminated with its demise a few years later. Counterfeiters

were not to blame, though what one editorialist would later call “li-

censed counterfeiters” shared responsibility for the bank’s downfall. In

the early 1830s, a rising generation of upstart bankers who resented the

Second Bank’s regulatory meddling became enmeshed in a titanic po-

litical struggle between Andrew Jackson and Nicholas Biddle. Forging

an unlikely alliance with “hard money men,” these aggressive entrepre-

neurs lent their support to Jackson’s campaign against the Second Bank

of the United States. They shared in the spoils of victory, either as pro-

prietors of the so-called pet banks that eventually took control of the

government’s money, or as entrepreneurs who benefited from the con-

sequent expansion of credit.

In the vituperative language that characterized this clash, individual

counterfeiters—and the metaphor of counterfeiting—were employed

in both real and rhetorical ways. All parties to the conflict accused one

another of counterfeiting, either literally or figuratively. This was no

accident. In the ongoing battle to define the proper boundaries be-

tween capitalist enterprise and criminal mischief, the figure of the

forger proved useful in understanding these distinctions. By likening

their opponents to counterfeiters, the bank’s defenders claimed the

moral high ground. Jackson and his allies took umbrage at these com-

parisons, but nonetheless managed to make counterfeits—and counter-

feiters—central to their own political sloganeering. And more than

once in the midst of this battle, flesh-and-blood counterfeiters them-

selves made an appearance, most often as undeserving recipients of

presidential pardons. Indeed, the very prosecution of counterfeiters—

or the willingness to forgive them—came to be seen as an overt politi-

cal act, a symptom of the growing divide between those who advanced
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an expansive vision of federal economic power and those who fought to

keep it in the hands of the state governments and state-chartered

banks.

The “Bank War” resulted in the destruction of Biddle’s beloved in-

stitution, but contrary to Jackson’s hopes, did nothing to slow the pro-

liferation of bank notes, either bogus or real. Nevertheless, the quest to

purify the currency continued under other auspices: shortly after Jack-

son issued his famous veto, the conservative banking establishment of

Boston banded together in an association to prosecute counterfeiters,

much as they had already worked together to rein in banks that issued

notes far in excess of their specie reserves. In the end, these efforts at

private law enforcement fell afoul of the corruption and provincialism

that plagued policing at this time. But it was the financial chaos un-

leashed by Jackson and his followers that would ultimately destroy their

campaign to combat counterfeiting, depriving them of funds, if not a

lack of purpose. Indeed, amid the panic and depression that consumed

the country toward the end of the decade, it may have appeared more

than a little foolish if not futile to crack down on counterfeits when so

many legitimate banks had ceased to honor their promises to pay.

Banks of the United States

Alexander Hamilton created the central banking system that Jackson

destroyed. His proposal for a “National Bank,” first submitted to Con-

gress in 1790, was part of larger program to create a dynamic, com-

mercial nation of financiers and manufacturers. Hamilton modeled his

institution on the Bank of England, but sought to make it more power-

ful. While it would conduct commercial business, it would also serve as

a depository for federal taxes and administer the public finances. The

bank’s capital would come from two sources: a fifth from the govern-
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ment itself, and the balance from private investors. Hamilton proposed

that a mere fraction of this capital be paid in specie, with the balance in

securities of the federal government, thus insuring a market for the

government’s debt. This move required a leap of faith, but Hamilton

understood better than most the alchemical power of finance. While

his plan drew criticism from the ranks of Jefferson and his allies, the

First Bank of the United States opened its doors in Philadelphia late in

1791; some eight additional branches opened in cities across the country

over the succeeding decade and a half.2

The money issued by the First Bank supplied the next best thing

to the uniform national currency envisioned by the framers of the

Constitution. That document called for a metallic currency, granting

Congress the prerogative to mint coins and forbidding the states from

issuing “bills of credit.” Unfortunately, like the colonies before it, the

new nation possessed little gold and silver, and until the 1850s, the

U.S. Mint produced but a fraction of the coin in circulation; the vast

majority originated elsewhere, particularly in the former Spanish colo-

nies. Hamilton’s expansive interpretation of the Constitution’s mone-

tary clause, however, enabled the First Bank of the United States to is-

sue notes that became a substitute common currency.3 These notes

faced little competition at first; only a handful of conservative state-

chartered banks in each of the major seaboard cities coexisted alongside

the First Bank of the United States, and each enjoyed a near monopoly

in their respective regions. That soon changed, as entrepreneurs shut

out of these institutions petitioned state legislatures for banks of their

own. Banking consequently grew at an exponential rate during the first

two decades of the nation’s existence, with nearly a hundred state-char-

tered banks issuing notes by 1810.4

The First Bank of the United States exercised a growing measure of

control over the number of bank notes these institutions issued, though
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this happened more by accident than design. Because the First Bank

transacted the business of the largest agent in the economy, the federal

government, state bank notes inevitably drifted into its coffers. With

its many branches, the bank could send these notes back for redemp-

tion with an efficiency that other banks could not match. In the pro-

cess, the First Bank effectively restrained the lending of the smaller

banks, because a bank that put too many notes into circulation via its

borrowers would quickly find itself incapable of making specie pay-

ments, and would see its reputation suffer. In time, these activities be-

came a matter of conscious policy, though not without opposition from

bankers who resented the regulation of their affairs by Hamilton’s cre-

ation. These opponents inevitably questioned the bank’s constitutional-

ity, arguments that gained new relevancy as the deadline for renewing

its charter neared.5

In defending against these attacks, proponents of the First Bank of

the United States made a number of arguments. One of the more ef-

fective was that the prosecution of counterfeiters conferred a practical

constitutionality on the bank. If unconstitutional, one senator inquired,

“was it not an act of usurpation . . . to pass laws punishing individuals

for the forgery of its paper?” Were not those who “enforce such un-

constitutional measures, and under their surreptitious authority inflict

death upon our citizens, worse than usurpers? Are they not murderers?”

The harsh punishment of counterfeiters, he averred, established the

First Bank’s constitutionality far more effectively than any judicial de-

cision. “Are we ready to inform the American People that this body . . .

[has] sported with the lives and illegally shed the blood of our citi-

zens?” This was a bit misleading: the federal government never put

anyone to death for counterfeiting, thanks to a reformation of crimi-

nal law that gathered steam at the turn of the century. But in the end,

constitutional arguments against the bank went nowhere, and its oppo-
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nents adopted a simpler, if more evasive, tactic for settling the mat-

ter, blocking attempts to renew its charter until it expired at the close

of 1811.6

During the following years there occurred an explosion of state-

chartered banks and an erosion of the boundaries between genuine and

counterfeit currency. Emancipated from the strictures of the national

bank (and flush with federal deposits), state banks issued far too many

notes. Inevitably, a spark—the British invasion of Washington—set off

a financial panic, and the banks suspended specie payments. Suspen-

sion was not the same as failure, however, and the notes of the afflicted

banks continued to circulate, though at a steep discount. Coins of cop-

per and silver simultaneously disappeared into private hoards, and a

growing number of merchants began issuing their own crude paper

money in fractions of a dollar in order to make change for business

transactions. As every man became a banker, advocates of a sound cur-

rency took issue with the “rags” that now passed for money. One satirist

inquired why “the privilege of coining money, one of the highest attri-

butes of sovereignty, [was] permitted thus to be exercised by bankrupts,

and tavern-keepers, whose notes will either not pass at all, or pass

under a depreciation?” In “civilized countries,” the writer continued,

counterfeiting was “severely punished.” What was the difference be-

tween a man passing a “fictitious note” versus “a note that he knows

will not command the value expressed on the face of it? The one indeed

is a forgery, the other a rank imposition, but the offence of the individ-

ual, and the injury to society, is of the same nature.” It was hardly a new

observation, but it captured the dissolution of the boundaries between

the real and the counterfeit accelerated by the national bank’s demise.7

In the wake of the war, the passion for democratizing the right to

make money waned, and a growing number of bankers, legislators, and

even the president pushed for a new national bank. After a few false
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starts, in 1816 Madison signed a bill chartering the Second Bank of the

United States, an institution that would act as the fiscal arm of the gov-

ernment, house the deposits of the U.S. Treasury, and conduct the day-

to-day business of the nation. But this time its responsibility to restrain

the note issues of the state-chartered banks was made explicit in the

debates leading up to its creation. Henry Clay, formerly a vociferous

opponent of a national bank, now urged his colleagues in Congress

“to recover the control which it had lost, over the general currency.”

While Clay did not wish to attack the right of the state banks to issue

their notes, he contended that the new federal bank would offer an “in-

direct remedy” insofar as “the local banks must follow the example

which the National Bank would set them, of redeeming their notes by

the payment of specie, or their notes will be discredited and put down.”

Legislator after legislator made similar arguments: the Second Bank of

the United States would regulate the state banks, restore confidence

in the currency, and supply a uniform, national medium of exchange.

It would, in short, as Hezekiah Niles subsequently observed, “protect

[people] against legal and illegal counterfeiters of money.”8

Nonetheless, when the Second Bank of the United States opened its

doors in Philadelphia in 1817, it demonstrated that a central bank could

do as much harm as good. It managed to coax the state banks into re-

suming specie payments, but extended too much credit and kept insuf-

ficient specie in its own vaults. State-chartered banks again issued

notes far in excess of their ability to redeem them; new bank charters

soared, especially in newly settled regions in the west. By 1818, the

monetary system again showed signs of strain, and Hezekiah Niles

blasted banks whose notes were circulating at a steep discount. “The is-

suing of such notes,” he observed with his usual gift for metaphor, “is

counterfeiting in fact, if not in law.” The only consolation, he averred,

was that “these remarks do not apply to the bank of the United States,
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as yet.” Niles’s concern was appropriate: revelations of fraud and em-

bezzlement prompted much of the leadership of the bank to resign in

disgrace that same year. The growing controversy led to the appoint-

ment of Langdon Cheves as president the following year. He moved

quickly to restore the Second Bank’s reputation and its control over the

larger economy, ordering the bank’s branches to call in the debts of

state banks, which in turn pressed their own debtors. A calamitous

financial panic ensued, and while most of the conservative banks of

New England weathered the storm, banks in other parts of the country

suspended specie payments, and some perished in the ensuing depres-

sion, leading many people to adopt a lifelong suspicion of paper money.

As prices plunged, farmers in newer states found themselves unable to

make payments on land purchased from the federal government, and

lost their mortgages. In the finger-pointing that ensued, many people

singled out the Second Bank of the United States as the cause of their

misfortune, setting the stage for Jackson’s crusade against Nicholas

Biddle a decade later.9

Biddle himself joined the bank’s board of directors in 1819, and suc-

ceeded Cheves as president in 1823, inaugurating what one historian

has termed the “golden age” of the Second Bank of the United States.

Biddle, whose brilliance was undisputed, proved a quick study upon as-

suming the reins. A member of the Philadelphia ruling elite, he had lit-

tle sympathy for the no-holds-barred, risk-taking bankers who had suf-

fered during the currency contraction orchestrated by Cheves. The

bank would not countenance those state banks that blurred the line be-

tween legitimate and illegitimate commerce; it would regulate, restrain,

and restrict. As Biddle wrote in 1826, “The Bank of the United States

was established for the purpose of restoring the currency. It went into

operation amidst a great number of institutions whose movements it

was necessary to control and often to restrict, and it has succeeded in
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keeping in check many institutions which might otherwise have been

tempted into extravagant and ruinous excesses.” Under his stewardship,

the national economy grew at a steady though not always dramatic rate.

The states once again began chartering banks, and although the num-

bers of these banks almost doubled in the first decade of Biddle’s ten-

ure, they remained under close supervision. Still, some commentators

like Hezekiah Niles continued to attack shady banks and bankers. In a

typical dispatch from 1825, he wrote, “What else are dishonest bank

managers than counterfeiters?” He considered counterfeiters “sinless,” in

comparison to their more conniving, “calculating” brethren who sat be-

hind the counters of broken banks.10 But in actuality, common counter-

feiters far outnumbered bad bankers, and imitation, not irresponsibility,

became the bigger challenge for Biddle and the banking system he

managed.

Biddle’s Cogniac Problem

In 1825, the habitués of Philadelphia’s grog shops, rum cellars, and back

alleys likely noticed a stranger in close conversation with the leaders of

the city’s criminal underworld. The man was unusually tall, and had a

sallow complexion that contrasted sharply with his jet black hair and

what one person remembered as his “black hollow eyes.” His intentions

and operations remained obscure to most, save for a close circle of

confidants—many of them strangers as well—who came and went at

odd intervals in the city’s more lawless quarters. As one of his coterie

would later report, the mysterious man moved with caution, for it was

“his natural character,” and he went by numerous aliases: Stephen W.

Porter, Ebenezer Foster, George Parmeter, and Abraham Gleason, to

name but a few.11

His real name was Ebenezer Gleason, and he hailed not from Phila-
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delphia, but from Cogniac Street, as did those with whom he frater-

nized. The oldest son of a powerful elder in the counterfeiting commu-

nity, the younger Gleason had crossed the border a year earlier to

dodge several outstanding warrants for his arrest. He settled in Phila-

delphia, taking refuge in the poorer districts along the waterfront. He

worked as an agent for Cogniac Street at first, but soon assembled his

own company of counterfeit engravers and penmen in the city. They

could operate with relative impunity: like New York City, Philadelphia

had little in the way of a police force to regulate an emergent criminal

class. While remote locations such as Cogniac Street still offered the

best sanctuary for counterfeiters, the growing anonymity of the seaport

cities proved attractive as well, and most of the men and women he

employed emigrated from Canada, though almost all operated on both

sides of the border before settling in Philadelphia.12 Their ranks in-

cluded men like John W. Craig, a distributor who moved to Canada af-

ter serving time in a Baltimore prison for passing counterfeits. Craig

likely fled Cogniac Street after attracting too much attention in Can-

ada (he narrowly avoided the gallows after stealing some horses), and

like many counterfeiters, forged family ties to others in the gang: he

married Martha Gleason, Ebenezer’s younger sister, whom an associate

described as “a deep, cunning & artful woman.” Among the others in

the gang were Benjamin Moses, an engraver, and his feckless brother,

Reuben, also an engraver; both men had extensive criminal records in

both Canada and the United States. A host of secondary figures or-

bited the gang, the most notable of whom was Charles Mitchell, an

aristocratic Virginian of many talents and few scruples whose ability to

forge the signatures of bank presidents and cashiers made him a valued

member of the counterfeiting fraternity.13

Gleason and his gang soon achieved considerable notoriety. In the

spring of 1825, he supervised engravers working on imitations of several
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state bank notes, including a three-dollar bill of the Hartford Bank that

Benjamin Moses crafted. Gleason and a confederate named Russell de-

livered a “boodle” of the counterfeits to New York City, and then pro-

ceeded to Massachusetts and New Hampshire, distributing additional

notes to customers. An agent of the bank caught wind of their move-

ments and pursued them to Dover, where he arrested the duo and

locked them in a third-floor hotel room. Such constraints proved futile:

Gleason and Russell immediately tied the bedclothes together, dangled

out the window, and dropped the remaining twenty feet to the ground.

Though the authorities recaptured Russell, Gleason vanished without a

trace, reappearing in Philadelphia later that summer. He immediately

returned to work with the Moses brothers and churned out counterfeits

on a number of banks, distributing them to other cities via prominent

wholesalers like New York City’s Smith Davis. By fall of the same year,

the flood of counterfeits coming from Gleason’s Philadelphia workshop

made waves in the financial community, and a cashier from the State

Bank of Georgia (one of the banks that Benjamin Moses had targeted)

wrote Philadelphia’s mayor, warning him that the quality of a counter-

feit twenty-dollar bill worried him. “I must confess its execution sur-

passes anything of the kind I have yet seen.”14

In the wake of these successes, Gleason turned his attention to big-

ger and better things. When and why he chose to do so remain a mys-

tery. But as he walked the Philadelphia waterfront, he could see the

hulking mountain of marble that stood at the corner of Chestnut and

Fourth Streets. Completed the previous year, the Second Bank of the

United States was hard to miss. It offered a tempting target: its notes

circulated throughout the country and enjoyed a reputation for stability

and solidness unmatched by the state-chartered banks. That the federal

government—and for that matter, the entire business community—

treated them as the equivalent of specie only added to their desirability,
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as did the fact that they did not depreciate the farther they traveled

from their point of issue. An undetected counterfeit of the Second

Bank’s notes traded on these qualities, and in the shadow economy

where bogus bills were bought and sold, these imitations commanded a

premium.

An equally important factor drew the Philadelphia counterfeiters

to trade on the bank’s credibility: it supplied an inordinate quantity of

the country’s currency. By the late 1820s, the Second Bank of the

United States had issued notes in excess of $10 million, approximately a

fifth to a quarter of all paper money in circulation (despite competition

from more than three hundred state-chartered banks). By contrast, a

single state bank might have one or two hundred thousand dollars’

worth of notes in circulation. When Gleason’s gang preyed on state

banks, these numbers constrained them: the market could not with-

stand enormous emissions of bogus bills. The circulation of the Second

Bank of the United States, by contrast, could tolerate a massive number

of counterfeits before it had a noticeable effect. Better still, while state

banks printed many small-denomination bills, a far greater proportion

of the notes of the Second Bank consisted of higher denominations:

twenties, fifties, and hundreds. Such notes offered far greater opportu-

nities for profit, though they also attracted far greater scrutiny than did

the small-denomination counterfeits on state banks.15

In theory, the Second Bank of the United States could marshal con-

siderable resources to combat counterfeiting. It did have a federal char-

ter, giving it the imprimatur of the general government. It also had

branches throughout the nation, enabling it to collect and disseminate

information about counterfeits in a timely fashion. But as criminals like

Gleason realized, the appearance of national power was an illusion.

Take the matter of punishment, for example. A counterfeiter who in-

sulted the majesty of the Second Bank of the United States ran at most
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the risk of a short prison term. Consider, by contrast, the likely fate of

his counterpart in England, where courts considered counterfeiting a

treasonous offence—lèse-majesté—that merited the death penalty with-

out benefit of clergy. The vast gulf that separated these punishments

originated with the Constitution, which broke with common-law tra-

dition by reducing treason to its essence: levying war on the United

States. That radical shift, combined with a general retreat from capital

punishment, left the new nation with little to distinguish the crime of

counterfeiting the national bank’s notes from other criminal acts—and

with little ability to deter enterprising forgers.16

The federal judiciary was equally unimposing. More often than not,

counterfeiters caught imitating the notes of the national bank ended up

in state rather than federal courts, thanks to legislation that granted

state courts concurrent jurisdiction. In fact, while the individual states

swiftly passed laws in the early 1790s making it a crime to counterfeit

notes of the national bank and coins of the national mint, Congress

waited seven years and fourteen years, respectively, before it imposed

federal penalties. This delegation of powers from the national govern-

ment to the state governments was a tacit acknowledgment that the

nation lacked the personnel necessary to enforce its laws. For the first

few decades of the nineteenth century, the federal government could at

best field one or two dozen federal marshals, and these often corrupt

political appointees rarely initiated prosecutions against counterfeiters.

Thus the federal government, which had rightful jurisdiction over the

problem but not enough power to do much about it, ceded responsibil-

ity to the states.17

Yet counterfeiting, whatever the currency being imitated, tran-

scended state lines, and was most easily combated on a national level.

All too often, states saw their efforts to capture criminals stymied by

the limits of their individual sovereignty, which explains why the New
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Hampshire authorities gave up after Ebenezer Gleason fled the state in

1825. That states failed to share information on criminals with one an-

other did not help matters; indeed, when state officials arrested a coun-

terfeiter, they rarely knew whether their captive was wanted in another

jurisdiction—a task made more complicated by the many aliases that

criminals like Gleason used. If arrested, counterfeiters could post bail

and flee long before news of their capture had spread to other inter-

ested parties. States did not maintain the kind of bureaucratic police

archives necessary for tracking criminals whose careers spanned many

years, and whose wanderings criss-crossed the entire country—and

other countries as well. Even in the most ideal circumstances, when a

counterfeiter was captured and positively identified, extradition was a

messy affair, often falling prey to political and sectional rivalries. When

it came to the prosecution of counterfeiters, the United States was less

a single nation than a multiplicity of competing jurisdictions, with no

common interest in solving the problem.18

Gleason’s escapade also illustrated a related obstacle to enforcement:

most states, cities, and towns did not have the number of officers nec-

essary to combat any crime effectively, much less an enterprise as ex-

tensive and complex as counterfeiting. Until the 1840s, rural areas and

smaller towns depended on justices of the peace, sheriffs, and a hand-

ful of other authorities. While these officers dutifully dealt with count-

less misdemeanors and nuisances—loitering, drunkenness, cursing, and

the like—they proved far less adept at handling the arrest and prosecu-

tion of peripatetic counterfeiters. Even when they managed to arrest a

boodle carrier or shover, they faced a practical problem: where to put

them pending arraignment or trial. A hotel or tavern was not much of a

holding pen, as Gleason proved, and even jails at this time were sorry

affairs, meant for holding drunks and the occasional rioter, and super-

vised by keepers who were readily bribed. Only state prisons posed
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much of a challenge to counterfeiters, but they escaped from those,

too, with great regularity. And if prison reports are any indication,

confinement did not stop counterfeiters from plying their trade from

within the walls of the penitentiaries.19

Nonetheless, imitating notes of the Second Bank of the United

States presented a far more formidable challenge than copying bills of

ordinary banks. The ubiquity of the bank’s currency meant that every-

one was familiar with its appearance, and anyone worried about a

counterfeit could readily compare a questionable note to an authentic

note. That most of the bank’s notes came in higher denominations only

increased the level of scrutiny a counterfeit might face. Gleason knew

this. He knew as well that the engravers he usually employed could not

produce counterfeits of this caliber. Benjamin and Reuben Moses had

talent, but not enough for the job. Only one man could produce coun-

terfeits of the requisite quality: Lyman Parkes, the engraver whom

Seneca Paige had recruited in the early 1820s. “Every job of Parkes’ was

good for a successful issue of several thousands,” the National Police

Gazette claimed. “For this reason the notes engraved by Parkes were al-

ways at a premium among the subordinate koneyackers in different

portions of the States who dealt with Smith Davis and the other mem-

bers of the band, and they were readily disposed of [for] ten to fifteen

per cent higher than could be obtained for any other.”20

After Parkes was released in the spring of 1827 from a two-year

prison term for forgery in Massachusetts, Gleason apparently recruited

the famed engraver to manufacture a twenty-dollar and a hundred-dol-

lar counterfeit on the Second Bank of the United States. While rela-

tively few people knew of Parkes’s involvement, rumors of the pending

attack on the bank’s credit somehow reached the Philadelphia police

and the Second Bank. Perhaps a passer of counterfeits caught wind of

the plot and passed along information to the police, though it is more
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likely that Charles Mitchell tipped them off. He had reasons for doing

so: convicted of passing a counterfeit note two years earlier, he hoped

to betray Gleason in exchange for a pardon. In a letter written from his

cell in 1827, he reminded the local authorities of his genteel origins (one

missive begged his readers “not [to] class me with the common order of

beings by whom I am unfortunately surrounded”) and promised to be-

tray his former associate’s schemes, though he probably knew little

about the details of the coming assault on the credit of the Second

Bank of the United States.21

Whatever the source, it quickly became clear in the summer of

1827 that local counterfeiters sought to make more money than usual.

As one local newspaper reported, early warnings indicated that a “stu-

pendous fraud [was] about to be committed on the Bank of the United

States, or some of its Branches . . . by forging their notes on a grand

scale and distributing them throughout the Union.” Not long after-

ward, counterfeits on the bank entered circulation throughout the

country. They were “so admirably executed,” one newspaper warned,

“that it is with great difficulty that they can be distinguished from the

genuine, even by the cashier, and other officers of the Bank.” After sur-

reptitiously pumping Gleason for information, Mitchell expressed his

skepticism that an ordinary engraver like Benjamin Moses could have

produced the counterfeits. “There are persons engaged in this affair (I

mean relative to the United States money) of no ordinary case.” Mitch-

ell suggested that the engraver responsible “is a man of superior abili-

ties . . . he is known to but few and those who did know him have kept

it a profound secret.” This was almost certainly Lyman Parkes.22

The prospect of a flood of superior counterfeits apparently prodded

the officers of the Second Bank of the United States into action.

Though records of the bank have not survived, what little evidence

remains suggests that Biddle and his officers summoned all available
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resources to counter the threat, appointing a representative to work

with local and federal law enforcement officials. What happened next

remains a matter of some dispute. By one account, police arrested a

small-time distributor, who led them to the gang. Other sources indi-

cate that Biddle’s agents tempted Reuben Moses with a “bribe” of

$1,600 if he divulged the location of the counterfeiters. Moses appar-

ently agreed, and on July 18, three officers led by High Constable

McClean raided a house belonging to one of the gang, Barney Johnson.

As they stormed through the front door, they captured John Craig on

the stairs. Proceeding to the third floor, and throwing open a door,

they found Johnson standing beside a table where Reuben Moses was

forging Biddle’s signature to some $30,000 worth of counterfeits. If

Moses had intended to betray only selected members of the gang, his

scheme swiftly unraveled, for the police pursued and captured Gleason,

Benjamin Moses, and several accomplices. Additional leads enabled

them to seize the counterfeiters’ printing press, as well as a separate

press in nearby Reading.23

The counterfeiters’ grandiose ambitions soon came into sharper fo-

cus. Keys found in the garret of Johnson’s house led police on a fran-

tic search for a trunk thought to contain the remaining counterfeits.

“Many a rogue [was] frightened by the questions and inquisitions then

carried on by the officers and runners,” reported one newspaper, “and a

great number of vagrant and suspicious people were committed to

prison, and held over for further hearing and examination.” When

the trunk eventually turned up, officers found $100,000 worth of coun-

terfeits on the Second Bank of the United States, as well as counterfeits

on state banks worth another $25,000. While this may have allayed

Biddle’s fears, the subsequent weeks brought news of more counter-

feits on the bank: $200,000 found in the possession of a gang in

New Orleans; $75,000 in the hands of two counterfeiters in far-flung
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Matamoras, Mexico; and smaller amounts seized throughout the

United States. By the end of the year, well over $300,000 in counterfeit

bills had been removed from circulation, and Biddle took the unprece-

dented step of calling in all genuine twenty-dollar and hundred-dollar

bills, replacing them with notes of “superior workmanship, with the

latest improvement in the art of engraving.”24

The courts meted out harsh punishments for the principals in the

case. Ebenezer Gleason went first, tried on an outstanding indictment

for counterfeiting state bank notes. For this crime alone he received a

sentence of ten years’ hard labor—harsh by any standard. Two months

later, the jury in the federal court found Reuben Moses and John Craig

guilty, and both earned similar sentences. The worst was yet to come,

however. In the following spring and summer, Gleason and Benjamin

Moses had their day in federal court. After the jury found both men

guilty, the judge turned their sentencing into high drama, lecturing the

counterfeiters on the enormity of their deeds. “Ebenezer Gleason and

Benjamin Moses,” he thundered, “you now appear before the Court to

hear the sentence which is to dissolve your guilty . . . partnership, per-

haps forever, in this world, since the duration of the punishment to

which the offended laws of your country condemn you may exceed the

ordinary length of man’s life.” He proceeded to heap scorn on the pris-

oners in a style better suited to a gallows sermon, weaving the story of

their misdeeds into a grand morality tale. Speaking of their plot to “en-

rich” themselves by “the embarrassments of a great national institu-

tion,” the judge gloated that neither man had realized that a “superin-

tending Providence from whose all searching eyes the veil of light is no

disguise” had espied their nefarious plans and foiled them. It was a

grand performance, and he closed with a plea that the prisoners “devote

the residue of [their] days to serious reflection and self examination,

and [seek] to obtain genuine repentance.” In sentencing both men to
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almost twenty years in prison, the judge gave the convicts plenty of op-

portunities for “reflection.”25

The Second Bank of the United States had triumphed. Or had it?

Lyman Parkes disappeared without a trace as soon as the police made

their first arrests, and took with him the counterfeit plates, which

Gleason desperately tried to obtain prior to his trial in the hopes of se-

curing a plea bargain. Indeed, while the bank was to brag in its annual

report of its success in preserving “the purity of the currency, and [sav-

ing] the community from the evils of its being counterfeited,” Parkes

would make a mockery of such boasts. Only two years after the raid, an

agent of the Second Bank reported that Parkes, whom he described as

“perhaps the most dexterous engraver ever in this country,” had joined

forces with Elijah Hurd, another graduate of Cogniac Street. In 1829,

the two men and a host of accomplices turned up in Virginia with a

printing press and counterfeit plates of the Second Bank of the United

States, but Parkes and Hurd escaped prosecution, and continued to

prey on the national bank.26

Perhaps Biddle took some solace from the fact that Parkes’s former

confederates toiled in their cells not far from his office on Chestnut

Street. In 1829, three of the gang—Ebenezer Gleason, Benjamin Mo-

ses, and John Craig—were transferred to a single cell in the Norristown

Prison, while Reuben Moses remained behind in Philadelphia. What-

ever the reason for the move, Biddle regretted it. On the morning of

November 22, 1830, when the Norristown sheriff visited the fortified

cell where the three men lived, he found that a bar had been cut

loose from the window, enabling the prisoners to wriggle through the

opening and drop to the ground below, while an “ingeniously con-

structed rope ladder” allowed the escapees to surmount the outside

wall. The sheriff likely received a far greater shock when, after realizing

what had happened, he began to inspect the cell. Along with the pris-
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oners’ meager possessions, he came across a makeshift chalkboard upon

which the counterfeiters had scrawled a pointed farewell: “You would

not allow our friends to come and see us, so we are going to see them—

good bye.”27

The Mammoth Attacked

In 1827, as Charles Mitchell languished in his prison cell, he penned a

letter to the local authorities, predicting that if the counterfeiters ever

escaped, they would “proceed to some distant place, where they will

again commence their labours and as [Gleason] says, work to some pur-

pose.” Three years later, in the months following the prison break, news

that the counterfeiters had fulfilled this curious prophecy began to

reach the columned edifice on Chestnut Street. A confession, a whis-

pered confidence, or perhaps another taunting letter: one way or an-

other, Nicholas Biddle learned that the escapees had returned to their

old haunts north of the border. In the summer of 1831, Biddle wrote

Secretary of State Edward Livingston, requesting his assistance in ar-

resting the counterfeiters. “If they were to be hanged, I would not apply

to you—richly as they deserve the rope,” Biddle wrote. He encouraged

Livingston to secure their capture on the “frontier,” suggesting that the

men would “make excellent subjects of experiment ‘in anima vile’ ac-

cording to any code you may prescribe . . . But, as the cookery books

have it—Let us first catch the rogues.”28

While attempts at extradition yielded nothing, more pressing mat-

ters took precedence in the early 1830s. Not long into Jackson’s second

term, a curious coalition of the Second Bank’s enemies gathered behind

the president’s crusade to destroy what he called the “monster.” During

this conflict, counterfeits and counterfeiters became enmeshed in a war

of words fought by those determined to destroy the bank and those
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dedicated to saving it. Whatever the motives and whatever the rheto-

ric, much of the debate boiled down to a struggle over the right to

make money: who if anyone could issue bank notes, and how much

freedom did they have to do so? The final outcome of that contest—

the destruction of the Second Bank of the United States—would erode

the boundaries between legitimate and illegitimate banking, as well as

between capitalism and counterfeiting. In the absence of a “controlling

power,” as Biddle once described his institution’s regulatory mission,

the ease of making money—literally and figuratively—expanded with

the swelling ranks of bankers and counterfeiters.29

It was inevitable that the Second Bank of the United States would

attract Jackson’s enmity: the president disliked banks and bank notes

generally, and he especially distrusted Biddle’s institution, which he

considered a bastion of privilege and corruption. It did not help matters

that Jackson believed that the bank and its minions had worked behind

the scenes to destroy his chances at the presidency in 1828. Further, if

Jackson hated this “vast electioneering engine,” so too did many of his

closest advisers in the so-called Kitchen Cabinet. But they had differ-

ent motives for destroying the bank than Jackson did. They belonged

to the ranks of capitalists who resented the restraints that Biddle had

placed on the smaller state-chartered banks. Amos Kendall, for exam-

ple, arguably the most powerful of Jackson’s inner circle, despised gov-

ernment intervention in the economy. He believed fervently that Con-

gress should “be content to let currency and private business alone,”

though he also believed—a little paradoxically—in banning the issue of

paper money. Roger Taney, another of Jackson’s closest advisers, be-

lieved that the Second Bank of the United States was using its special

status to advance its own interests at the cost of the smaller, state-

chartered banks. Kendall, Taney, and others close to Jackson cultivated

political allies among state bankers who sought to break free of the
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control of the national bank, and eventually, to lay their hands on the

government deposits that sat in its coffers.30

Biddle viewed Jackson’s allies with a mixture of disdain and alarm.

Like himself, many were capitalists, but they belonged to a very differ-

ent class. Biddle saw himself as a disinterested aristocrat, a philoso-

pher-king of finance who made decisions with an eye to the public

good, not private gain; he called his adversaries a band of “ruffians” and

“gamblers” bent on hijacking his institution for their own private en-

richment. In Biddle’s opinion, they posed a more serious threat to his

cherished bank than did the criminals who imitated its notes. As he

once wrote at the height of the struggle, “this Kitchen Cabinet gang

must be watched quite as much as their more respectable colleagues,

the gangs of counterfeiters.” Both “gangs” sought to make money, but

the crime of counterfeiting paled next to the greed of Jackson’s political

advisers and their allies in the banking community.31

The opening salvos in the war on the Second Bank of the United

States gave voice to the growing resentment these bankers felt toward

Biddle’s paternalistic ambition to encourage them, as the great banker

once wrote, “into a scale of business commensurate with their real

means.” In the pages of administration mouthpieces like the Globe—

motto: “The World Is Governed Too Much”—writers built the Second

Bank of the United States into a monster, a hydra, a mammoth. In a

typical dispatch, the paper’s editor, Francis Blair, wrote that the bank

“avows a design to destroy the State Banks, and admit of no paper cur-

rency but its own notes. By their own rights, by every principle of self-

preservation, are the States and the State Banks called on, to rally

around the President, and put an end to this grand monopoly.” If Con-

gress renewed its charter, Blair warned, the national bank would wage

an “exterminating war” on the state-chartered banks, “annihilat[ing]

them every where . . . until it shall reign without a rival in our monied
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world.” In their rhetoric, the forces working against the Second Bank

viewed the “monster” as conspiring to “crush local Banks” and destroy

their right to make money.32

Biddle’s private correspondence suggests that there was a bit of truth

to these ravings. In a letter written to Daniel Webster, Biddle argued

that the Second Bank of the United States operated to “prevent the

abuse” practiced by state banks by “exercising the same function as

to the state banks that the Genl. Govt. exercises towards the State

Govts.” A few lines later, he put it more bluntly: “The great object of

the Bank is to control the State institutions.” But control could take

many forms. In a letter to a member of the governing board, Biddle

observed that “the object in establishing the Bank was to purify the

currency by the substitution of the notes of this Bank for the notes

of State Banks.” By the late 1820s, the country was well on its way

toward consummating Biddle’s vision of an exclusive, uniform cur-

rency. In time, the Second Bank of the United States might have be-

come the sole bank of issue, much as the Bank of England became in

nineteenth-century Britain and the Federal Reserve banks became in

the twentieth-century United States. But this was a very different era,

and the right to issue notes was a privilege that state banks would not

yet yield. Biddle’s vision of a singular, uniform federal currency was de-

cades ahead of its time.33

Yet it would be a mistake to reduce the Bank War to a confrontation

between a more conservative generation of capitalists and a rising gen-

eration of upstart entrepreneurs hungry for credit. Other opponents of

the Second Bank included those who despised it on principle, viewing

it as a dangerous concentration of power in the hands of an unelected

elite; farmers who blamed it for foreclosures and bankruptcies that had

occurred a little more than a decade earlier; and politicians and voters

who distrusted all banks and all bank notes. Influenced by the writings

128 t h e b a n k w a r s



of economist William Gouge, who decried the “evils” of paper money,

the distrustful group pushed for the gradual abolition of all bank notes.

Their putative leader, Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, was

Jackson’s chief congressional ally in the Bank War, and his nickname—

“Old Bullion Benton”—fairly summarized his view of paper currency.

“Gold and silver is the best currency for a republic,” he characteristi-

cally claimed in a speech in 1831. How ironic, then, that Benton first

discovered how counterfeit bills, wisely invested, could produce a for-

tune in political capital.34

In the fall of 1831, an Ohio country court tried a man for counterfeit-

ing notes of the Second Bank of the United States. His attorney chal-

lenged the constitutionality of the notes, which were issued by the

cashier and president of the local branch of the Second Bank rather

than Biddle himself. Such “branch notes” had first appeared several

years earlier, when Biddle’s ambition to supply a uniform currency for

the expanding economy was colliding with the impossible task of sign-

ing the growing number of notes issued by the bank. In order to cir-

cumvent the charter’s requirement that he sign every note, Biddle or-

dered the individual branches to issue “drafts,” notes by another name.

In keeping with his desire to create a common currency—and “with a

view to the prevention of counterfeiting,” as he put it—Biddle made

the branch drafts identical in appearance to notes issued in Philadel-

phia, save for the signatures. In the Ohio case, the defendant’s attorney

argued that, however identical to the currency signed by Biddle him-

self, the branch drafts were not the same “notes” described in local laws

against counterfeiting. It followed that it was impossible to counterfeit

something that had no legal standing. The court agreed, and set the

counterfeiter free. One newspaper reporting the case concluded that

the decision meant that all such notes were “illegal, and that the bank

[was] irresponsible for their payment.”35
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Benton called a meeting in St. Louis to laud the decision. The con-

stitutionality of the Second Bank of the United States, he charged,

“was exploded in Ohio on the trial of a counterfeiter.” While he con-

ceded that the decision had enabled a criminal to escape, he implied

that the bank had itself sunk to the level of a counterfeiter by issu-

ing an “illegal” currency. Congress, he claimed, refused to accede to

Biddle’s request to permit “subordinate officers” to sign the notes on

the grounds that if the president and cashier “would attend to their

business and avoid politics, [they] could sign as many bills as they could

ever redeem in gold and silver.” He conveniently ignored the fact that

many legislators had turned down Biddle’s request out of a fear that the

bank’s currency would supplant local bank notes. Benton also alleged

that Biddle’s request was refused because it would “facilitate counter-

feiting” by introducing a multiplicity of signatures. “The poorest would

suffer most because they would be most liable to take its notes and

could not help themselves if the Bank[’s] agents chanced to cross”—that

is, cancel—“a good note instead of a counterfeit.” This was a novel

charge, but other politicians echoed it, claiming that the bank was ex-

tracting profit from unsophisticated country folk by claiming that gen-

uine notes were counterfeits, then confiscating them without redemp-

tion in silver coin.36

This was not the last time that Benton would summon the specter of

the national bank sinking to the level of a counterfeiter (or a counter-

feiter rising to the level of the national bank), but another case de-

cided the following month blunted his attack. A counterfeiter, caught

with bogus branch bank drafts, advanced the same argument before the

federal circuit court in Philadelphia to gain his freedom. This logic—

that “the genuine paper [was] as worthless as its counterfeit”—may

have worked in Ohio, but it did not pass muster in Biddle’s back-

yard, and the judge ruled against the defendant. Not that this stopped
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the Jacksonians from echoing and elaborating the counterfeiters’ legal

logic. In the pages of the Globe, one article continued to assert that “to

counterfeit [these notes] is not forgery, because they are illegally issued.”

Working the same vein, Benton introduced a resolution that branded

the notes “illegal” and referred to them as an “illegitimate and bastard

issue.” Benton further argued that this spurious currency cloaked a far

greater fraud. The Second Bank, he claimed, was teetering on the verge

of bankruptcy, and was issuing “perennial streams of paper” in a giant

pyramid scheme. “It is this currency,” he bellowed, that enabled the

bank to “flood the South and West . . . with paper for which it has not

the means of redemption.”37

In reality, the Second Bank of the United States was solid and

solvent, and notwithstanding Benton’s accusations, stood a very real

chance of obtaining a renewal of its charter. As Benton railed against

the bank, Biddle’s request that it be rechartered another twenty years

was already taking shape in legislative committees. Encouraged by his

political allies, and convinced of the righteousness of his cause, Biddle

moved forward with the campaign for renewal a full four years before

the expiration of the charter, brushing aside Jackson’s requests for mod-

ifications in the bank’s governance. Biddle gambled that Jackson would

not dare stake his candidacy—and more specifically, his electoral pros-

pects in Pennsylvania—by attacking an institution that most of Con-

gress supported. But Biddle was not so skilled at games of chance. By

foolishly challenging Jackson, he triggered a titanic political struggle in

which counterfeiters came to play a significant role.38

In the opening months of 1832, the rechartering bill moved through

Congress. Benton continued his attacks, as did his allies, but Biddle

marshaled his forces, and the bill eventually passed the Senate in early

June, with the House following suit a month later. The bank enjoyed

strong backing in Massachusetts, home of a banking community fa-
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mous for its stability and conservatism; other states with similar tradi-

tions—Pennsylvania and Connecticut, for example—threw their sup-

port behind it as well. Despite Benton’s campaign, a significant number

of legislators in the west voted for renewal, a reflection of their distaste

for shaky, state-chartered banks. Some of the bank’s detractors also

hailed from western states, though many more came from the South.

New York City, home of the nation’s largest and fastest-growing con-

centration of banks, mounted some of the strongest opposition of all,

seeking to wrest financial power from Biddle’s native Philadelphia.

Biddle viewed the stakes of the struggle in this way, at one point char-

acterizing the contest as “a question between Chestnut Street and Wall

Street.”39

Yet credit—if that’s the word—for destroying the Second Bank be-

longs with Jackson. Though grounded in genuine constitutional con-

cerns, his hatred for the bank assumed peculiar proportions, as an of-

ten-told anecdote about the president illustrates. While the nation’s

capitol withered in the July heat, Martin Van Buren made a midnight

visit to Jackson, finding him sick in bed. Grasping Van Buren’s hand,

Jackson quietly made a pronouncement: The bank . . . is trying to kill

me, but I will kill it!” This might be dismissed as an idle boast coming

from most men, but as anyone on the receiving end of the president’s

dueling pistols could attest, Jackson carried through on his threats. In-

deed, the veto message, unveiled a week after Van Buren’s visit, un-

leashed a political maelstrom. In slash-and-burn rhetoric, Jackson as-

sailed the bank as a monster bent on bending the nation to its will.

Along with employing the usual constitutional arguments, Jackson bat-

tered the bank for being autocratic, monopolistic, beholden to foreign

investors, and inimical to democratic institutions. His tirade left no

room for compromise, no room for maneuvering. Biddle called it a

“manifesto of anarchy,” and compared it to “the fury of a chained pan-

ther biting the bars of his cage.”40
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Furious, yes, but effective: the message emboldened Jackson’s allies,

enabling them to frustrate an attempt to override the veto. It also

prompted another of Jackson’s supporters to approach the president di-

rectly on a related matter: the forlorn condition of former counterfeiter

Reuben Moses. Within days of the veto message (which itself made

much of the alleged unconstitutionality of the bank), Moses’s attorney

wrote to Andrew Jackson, informing him that the counterfeiter’s con-

viction was “illegal,” as was the bank’s original charter. “I denied then

& I always have denied the Constitutionality of that Act,” he averred.

He also disputed its power to prosecute counterfeiters in federal court,

claiming that state courts alone possessed jurisdiction over such crimes.

Several months later, a juror in the case added his voice to the chorus

demanding that the counterfeiter be released, though he appealed less

to Jackson’s constitutional scruples than his visceral hatred of Biddle

and the bank. Moses was an “honest industrious man” whom chance

had thrown in the path of a gang counterfeiting the notes of that

“mammoth of iniquity, the U.S. Bank.” Captured after a “wily officer of

the Bank” had lured the poor man into a scheme to entrap the rest of

the gang, Moses was but another victim of “an Institution that now

threatens the very existence of the liberties of our beloved Country!”

This was laying it on a bit thick, but Moses himself upped the ante not

long afterward, penning the first of two missives to the president in

which he painted himself as a “truly penitent & suffering individual

who will never cease imploring the throne of grace for your peace, hap-

piness, and immortal welfare in return for the mercy you extend.” Lest

this be insufficiently obsequious, Moses subsequently reminded that

president that “To err is human, but to forgive is divine.”41

As 1832 came to a close, Jackson may have been feeling rather power-

ful: he swept to a resounding reelection that fall and launched his final

assault on the bank. As this last stage of the Bank War unfolded, Jack-

son took the time to review the case of Reuben Moses. Jackson par-
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doned far more counterfeiters of the Bank of the United States than

any other president preceding him (Thomas Jefferson, who detested

the First Bank almost as much as Jackson hated the Second, was not

far behind). Whether he exercised the pardoning power as a matter of

political revenge is impossible to determine, though not implausible. It

made sense: why punish someone for counterfeiting the notes of a bank

that in his opinion had no constitutional authority to exist? Whatever

the reason, Jackson penned a pardon for Moses on March 14, 1833. The

counterfeiter had earlier promised to maintain a “strict adherence to

the paths of rectitude and make atonement to his friends and society

for the errors he . . . committed,” but making it up to his friends seems

to have required a trip northward—to Cogniac Street.42

The Final Assault

The demise of the Second Bank of the United States meant the end of

any coordinated campaign against counterfeiting. That burden would

pass to the state-chartered banks, few of which showed any inclination

to make a common cause against the country’s counterfeiters. There

was one exception: the tight-knit conservative banking establishment

of Boston, which on previous occasions had pooled resources to com-

bat counterfeiting. A month after Jackson’s election victory, representa-

tives from Boston’s banks gathered in the grand hall of the Suffolk

Bank, the region’s most powerful financial institution. The Suffolk’s di-

rector, Benjamin Ropes Nichols, pushed his fellow bankers to mount

a more aggressive campaign to address the growing threat, and in

the succeeding decade, his organization, the awkwardly named New

England Association against Counterfeiters, achieved many of its aims,

delivering a crippling blow to Cogniac Street and capturing Lyman

Parkes. Nonetheless, these victories would prove Pyrrhic.43
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That the Suffolk Bank took the lead against counterfeiting was not

surprising. With the exception of the First and Second Banks of the

United States, the Suffolk was arguably the most stable—and stabiliz-

ing—financial institution of the era, imposing order on the region’s

banking system. Founded in 1818, it became the nexus of banking trans-

actions throughout New England, thanks to a series of innovative poli-

cies instituted with the cooperation of other conservative banks in

Boston. The most notable of these was its regulation of so-called for-

eign money, which referred not to the currencies of other countries, but

to notes issued by “country banks” outside of Boston. From the per-

spective of the city banks allied with the Suffolk, the banks of rural

New England were foreign: the financial condition of these institutions

was difficult to ascertain, and their notes circulated at a discount. The

eastward flow of money meant that the country banks’ notes ended up

at the counters of banks in Boston, burdening city banks with transac-

tion costs and displacing more stable currencies from circulation.

The Suffolk eliminated the risk, uncertainty, and costs imposed by

these multiple currencies. It began buying up the notes of country

banks, sending them back to the issuing banks for redemption in spe-

cie—and it soon made country banks keep a permanent deposit of coin

in the vaults of the Suffolk to cover these transactions. City banks as-

sisted in this effort to centralize control, funneling all of their foreign

money through the Suffolk, which would then send it back for re-

demption. It was a private solution to a public problem, and it made

the region’s banking system one of the most reliable in the nation by

the time Nichols became director in 1826. Under his tenure, the Suffolk

consolidated its power. It centralized and streamlined the redemption

of bank notes; guaranteed that notes from any bank in New England

would circulate at face value without a discount; forced country banks

to maintain sufficient specie reserves; and curtailed the overissue of
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bank notes. All of these measures together reduced the level of uncer-

tainty that came with having a system of multiple currencies, and low-

ered the number of bank defaults and suspensions throughout the

northeastern states. Not everyone applauded these policies—more ag-

gressive bankers and entrepreneurs derided the conservative banks be-

hind the organization as the “Holy Alliance”—but no one had the

clout to challenge them.44

The Suffolk’s campaign against counterfeiting was an extension of

Nichols’s efforts to rein in “easy money” financiers, and it relied on the

same close-knit community of conservative bankers. Within weeks of

the first meeting, the association counted every bank in Boston as a

member, along with the local branch of the Second Bank of the United

States. Only one institution refused to join: the Commonwealth Bank,

an interest of David Henshaw, the head of the Democratic Party in

Massachusetts and one of Jackson’s most important allies in the assault

on the Second Bank of the United States. Unlike Nichols and his cir-

cle, Henshaw came from a poor farming family, and typified a rising

class of aggressive entrepreneurs who had little use for the coercive

communalism that an older generation of bankers advanced in the

name of the public interest. Henshaw, like many men on the make who

constituted a powerful segment of Jackson’s political base, put his own

interests first (most famously when, as federal collector of the port in

Boston, he deposited the government’s money in his bank to under-

write his own speculations). That Henshaw refused to join (and that

everyone else did) suggests that the association drew its greatest sup-

port outside the Democratic Party: from the National Republicans, and

eventually, the Whigs, most of whom supported the Second Bank of

the United States.45

But Henshaw was in the minority in Boston, and the rest of the

bankers closed ranks around the Suffolk. A standing committee con-
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sisting of Nichols, a representative from the Bank of the United States,

and four other bank directors (most of whom had close ties to the Suf-

folk) drew up articles of association that required each member to sub-

scribe to a fund that would underwrite investigations and prosecutions

of counterfeiters as well as rewards, or bounties, to agents hired to

make arrests. The banks of Boston also invited other banks in the re-

gion to join at a reduced fee. At its peak, the association managed to

enroll a little over half the banks in New England. But while they man-

aged to secure the support of most banks in Massachusetts, they had

less luck farther away in states such as Vermont and Maine, which re-

mained suspicious of the aims and intentions of the association.46

Nichols and his associates also made overtures to the banks of New

York, but received little in return, save for vague assurances of coopera-

tion. The aggressive capitalists of New York City had little in common

with the genteel Bostonians and their ongoing campaign to preserve

what Nichols once described as the “purity of our currency.” The asso-

ciation attracted controversy in Massachusetts, too. The legislature re-

fused to reimburse its expenses, and when it tried to expand its man-

date to prosecute bank robbers as well, the state attorney general vetoed

the idea, arguing that doing so would “prevent convictions, on account

of the odium which might be excited in the communities against pros-

ecutions conducted by large monied institutions.”47

Nonetheless, in 1833 Nichols and the association forged ahead,

arresting small-time counterfeiters and securing some convictions be-

fore turning to more important quarry. The capture of the occasional

boodle carrier or retailer meant little if Cogniac Street remained in op-

eration, and beginning in the spring of 1833, Nichols laid plans for a

massive cross-border attack on the counterfeiters’ headquarters. The

members of the association did not look to the federal government, in-

stead using their strong ties to elites in Lower Canada. The most pow-
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erful of these allies was Horatio Gates, president of the Montreal Bank.

Born in the United States, Gates spent most of the early nineteenth

century working in firms that brokered business between Canada and

the United States, and he maintained extensive connections to families

and businesses in both places. He persuaded all three banks in Canada

to join the association and worked as an intermediary with law enforce-

ment officials on his side of the border. The final strategy he and

Nichols developed was simple: capture the counterfeiters and convict

them in courts in Canada, thus obviating the need to extradite them.48

In the summer of 1833, the association’s attorney assembled a diverse

coalition of forces near Cogniac Street in preparation for the final as-

sault. The Second Bank of the United States sent an emissary, as did

several state banks. They joined several sheriffs, constables, and magis-

trates from both sides of the border (likely hired with the prospect

of reward money), as well as law-abiding neighbors of the gang who

helpfully identified the counterfeiters’ houses. At daybreak on August

14, the entire force, thirty men, surrounded the house of Ebenezer

Gleason. They found father and son asleep in the house, as well as

Reuben Moses, Benjamin Moses, and another member of the gang.

After securing the captives, the party ransacked the premises, finding

bundles of counterfeit notes stashed in various hiding places, includ-

ing the chimney and the manger in the stable—even some in the fire-

place, where the counterfeiters had attempted to burn the evidence. A

separate search of the cellar revealed a cache of thirteen counterfeit

bank note plates secreted in a sheepskin. A search of the home of an-

other local counterfeiter, Benjamin Wing, yielded more of the same:

some counterfeit money, a press used to print bank notes (Wing im-

plausibly claimed it was used for making combs), and a number of

crucibles, molds, and chemicals used for producing counterfeit coin.

Additional searches in outbuildings and the surrounding countryside
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turned up more equipment belonging to the company, including en-

graving tools, magnifying glasses, one coin press, and four copper-plate

printing presses. Several counterfeiters put up token resistance, barri-

cading themselves in their houses, but the officers used a homemade

battering ram to knock down the doors. By day’s end, local officials

counted tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of counterfeit notes on a

dozen state banks, along with numerous imitations on the Second

Bank of the United States.49

The local bailiff marched the prisoners under armed guard to Mon-

treal, where they stood trial the following month. In an attempt to

shave a few years off his prison term, Gleason gave a detailed con-

fession. He spoke of returning to Canada in December 1830 (a month

after his escape) and “soon afterwards” connecting himself with fel-

low fugitive Benjamin Moses, who engraved the counterfeit plates.

Gleason offered details of his criminal operations, reporting that “my

part of the business was to print the notes and fill them up,” though

it was clear that he also managed the operation, hiring craftsmen to

produce counterfeit plates. Like many artisan entrepreneurs in the early

nineteenth century, he consolidated control over the production

process. He testified, for example, that he had previously “employed”

Thomas Adams Lewis and his son, Nathaniel Adams, to engrave

counterfeit plates, along with Benjamin and Reuben Moses. The exact

terms of this profit-sharing agreement remain unclear, though Gleason

seems to have had the better end of the bargain. None of these revela-

tions gained him preferential treatment from the court. The teller of

the Second Bank of the United States testified, as did officers from

banks represented by the New England Association, but the most

damning testimony came from the defendants’ neighbors. One testified

that Ebenezer Gleason once remarked that he “made false bills &

[sold] them, & that there was no law against it . . . if they could find
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purchasers, they had a right to sell it.” This pithy (if somewhat mis-

leading) advocacy of laissez-faire was echoed by Gleason’s brother, who

likewise claimed he “had a right to make money, and would do so.” It

was an argument that would have resonated with bankers who resented

the meddling of “large monied institutions” like the Second Bank of

the United States and the Suffolk Bank.50

The jury found most of the prisoners guilty, but their sentences fell

far short of expectations. Gleason’s father received two and a half years

in prison; the court sentenced each of the others to only two years. The

raid crippled Cogniac Street, and dealt it a blow from which it never

fully recovered. Yet the counterfeiting fraternity was far from finished.

Indeed, several individuals evaded capture that summer morning.

Some would be captured in the succeeding weeks (including William

Crane, who came close to killing his captors with a sword concealed as

a cane), but Lyman Parkes remained at large, as did Reuben Moses,

whom the court released for lack of evidence. News that Moses was

consorting once again with his former associates did not go unnoticed,

and came at a delicate moment in the war between Jackson and Biddle,

which took a new and dangerous direction at the time of the raid on

Cogniac Street.51

After his reelection, Jackson moved to destroy the remaining power

of Biddle and the Second Bank of the United States. He had his rea-

sons for wanting “the monster” dead: Biddle had meddled in the elec-

tion, funding newspaper attacks on Jackson and paying for pamphlets

defending the bank from Jackson’s attacks. That Biddle used the insti-

tution’s funds (some of which originated with the federal government)

made Jackson’s revenge all the more appropriate. Against the wishes of

several advisers, the president requested that the government’s funds,

or deposits, be removed from Biddle’s control and placed in a number

of state banks whose reputation for skillful management qualified them
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for this duty. Most of the banks whom Jackson and his advisers con-

templated as sufficiently virtuous to guard the government’s funds just

happened to have political ties to the president’s inner circle, earning

them the epithet of “pet banks.” But that did not stop Jackson from

moving forward, and a month after the raid on Cogniac Street, the

government announced that it would begin shifting funds from the

Second Bank of the United States to banks that Jackson and his allies

in the “Kitchen Cabinet” had selected.52

The reaction was predictable, though it took a peculiar turn that

same month. On the day the new policy was announced, Philadelphia’s

National Gazette published a scathing editorial that elaborated on a

parallel Biddle had made several months earlier. “For the last four

years,” the article began, “the [Second Bank of the United States] has

been engaged in defending the country from two distinct sets of ene-

mies. One is the gang of counterfeiters, the other the junto of the

Kitchen Cabinet.” The counterfeiters—here the writer named Reuben

Moses, Charles Mitchell, and others in the Philadelphia gang—“are

about the equivalents of the most confidential members of the cabal.”

The article took the parallel to elaborate lengths, linking the bank’s

criminal prosecution of counterfeiters to its propaganda campaign

against Jackson. It laid out the expenses the bank had incurred de-

fending itself against counterfeiters on the one hand and politicians on

the other. “The Kitchen Cabinet cost more than the counterfeiters,”

averred the anonymous writer, “because, having the whole patronage of

the government at their disposal . . . they have the power to manufac-

ture and circulate their counterfeits more readily than the humbler

worthies of the copper-plate.” The piece defended the bank’s practice

of underwriting newspaper articles and printed circulars, observing

that “it has cost $10,000 dollars to put nearly all the counterfeiters into

the Penitentiary. It has cost $38,462.51 to make every honest man justly
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appreciate the Kitchen Cabinet and its works . . . Now, the Bank inter-

feres in politics exactly as it interferes with counterfeits,” it concluded.

“While the gang of counterfeiters continued their trade, they should be

hunted to their dens [and] while the Kitchen Cabinet persevere in their

warfare, they too ought to be watched, and answered, and exposed,

whether it cost much money or little money.” This moral equivalence

was not an isolated bit of rhetoric: not long after the editorial appeared,

the bank’s board of directors issued a declaration that the institution

had a “clear right to defend itself equally against those who circulate

false statements, and those who circulate false notes. Its sole object, in

either case, is self-defense.”53

This broadside against Jackson and his inner circle did not go unan-

swered, arriving as it did in the midst of the most heated phase of the

Bank War. “This man compares the President and others . . . to coun-

terfeiters and convicts!” screamed Francis Blair in the pages of the

Globe. “He might have found a better parallel at home. What boots it

to the people, whether they are plundered by counterfeiters or robbed

by the President and Directors of the Bank?” Accusing Biddle himself

of authoring the piece, Blair claimed that he could not “be expected to

tell the truth to the public, any more than one of his counterfeiters

could be expected to plead guilty at the bar of justice.” But it was one

particular counterfeiter that drew most of Blair’s attention: Reuben

Moses. The piece in the National Gazette had accused the administra-

tion of pardoning him out of political spite; Blair’s Globe, by contrast,

defended Moses, alleging he had been “seduced and overreached by

the superior subtilty of the Bank’s agent.” Blair reprinted Moses’s en-

tire pardon application file in an attempt to reveal the degree to which

the counterfeiter’s guilt paled next to the “still deeper guilt of the

Tempter.” The transformation of a career criminal into a political

martyr sent the opposition papers into a lather, leading the National
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Gazette to describe Moses and his associates as “old friends” of the ad-

ministration. Perhaps, but when Moses was again arrested and con-

victed only a few months later for counterfeiting state bank notes, the

Globe wisely abandoned its peculiar defense of the man it had once

called a “poor wretch.”54

As the battle over the fate of the Second Bank reached its climax, the

Jacksonian newspapers made political capital of another facet of the

controversy: the fact that Biddle had rewarded prosecutors for mount-

ing successful cases against counterfeiters. This was not new: many

banks, including members of the New England Association, paid re-

wards, or bounties, to judicial officials who managed to capture or se-

cure a conviction; it was a standard feature of the private prosecutions

so common in the early nineteenth century. But the Globe recast these

compensations as bribes paid to attorneys “to induce them to traverse

allotted Districts of the several States, in hotly contested elections, to

utter deceptive harangues for the Bank, and philippics against the Pres-

ident.” The Jacksonians demanded an account of all those paid “extra

compensation” for their services in detecting and convicting counter-

feiters, claiming that if the information was released it would reveal the

“secret inspiration, which has animated so many orators on behalf of

the Bank.” Biddle refused, claiming that to do so would jeopardize its

ability to conduct future prosecutions, but by this time, the bank had

more pressing problems.55

In removing the government’s funds, Jackson precipitated a final

clash. “This worthy President thinks that because he has scalped Indi-

ans and imprisoned Judges, he is to have his way with the Bank,”

Biddle would write at the height of the conflict. “He is mistaken.”

In October of 1833, he curtailed the bank’s lending, triggering a finan-

cial panic. As the money supply shrank, businesses went under, and

the Jacksonians faced growing pressure to reinstate the deposits. The
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Jacksonians spent much of the following year in disarray, and for a very

brief period it seemed possible that Biddle might secure a new charter.

But the opposition failed to rally around a single vision for what would

have been the Third Bank of the United States, and by the spring of

1834, the movement to salvage the national bank was moribund, a

victim of growing resentment toward Biddle’s heavy-handed tactics.

Biddle eventually relented, and the Second Bank of the United States

began its final spiral into oblivion, replaced by a growing number of pet

banks that controlled the federal government’s assets. The mammoth

was dying, and with it, any means of reining in the growing number of

state banks, much less the counterfeiters who thrived in their midst.56

The End of an Era

As Jackson moved on from the battle with the Second Bank of the

United States, counterfeiters added a final insult to its accumulated in-

juries. The principal perpetrator was Lyman Parkes, who remained at

large after the raids of 1833. Desperate to track him down, Benjamin

Nichols enlisted Willis Blayney, the high constable of Philadelphia, re-

questing that he bring Parkes to Boston to face trial. Blayney was an

assiduous detective, though his reputation for honesty was far from un-

sullied. He spent much of his time chasing reward money for patrons

outside of Philadelphia, and maintained extensive ties to the criminal

underworld, leading one critic to claim that it was his “custom . . . to

eat and drink, carouse and consort ex-officio with the thieves.” Nichols

nonetheless hired him, and Blayney swiftly tracked Parkes to Newark,

New Jersey, where the counterfeiter had joined a gang that included

Smith Davis, New York’s largest dealer in counterfeit notes.57

Blayney was not the only one tracking Parkes; the New York City

police wanted him captured, as did the Second Bank of the United
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States. In a symptom of the regionalism that hobbled these efforts,

none of these pursuers cooperated with one another. As the National

Police Gazette later explained, all of them “wished only to accomplish

their object within the boundaries of their own jurisdiction.” In the

end, the Second Bank won this particular battle. Biddle, who could ex-

pect little help from the federal government at this point, turned to

Mayor Swift of Philadelphia, who persuaded his entrepreneurial high

constable to secure Parkes’s conviction closer to home. That meant lur-

ing Parkes to Philadelphia, which Blayney accomplished by bribing—

or blackmailing—Smith Davis to set up shop in the city. Davis, who

had a longstanding reputation of double-crossing his associates, aban-

doned the other members of the Newark gang and moved Parkes to

Philadelphia, where the counterfeiter began engraving a forged ten-

dollar note of the Second Bank of the United States.58

While the National Police Gazette’s account of what happened next

was filled with melodrama, the key facts of the case presented there are

corroborated by a number of independent sources. Davis and Parkes

did move to Philadelphia in the fall of 1834, renting a house on the

south side of the city. Parkes assumed the name James Wilson, and

witnesses remembered him as a quiet, industrious man who hired local

mechanics to help with a mysterious machine. Parkes told people he

was working on a patent model, which gave him an excuse for conceal-

ing his activities from prying eyes. He even hired a full-time black-

smith to manufacture parts of a printing press as well as a geometric

lathe and a transfer press, machinery used to create the counterfeit

plate. Parkes labored the entire winter of 1834 and 1835 while Davis kept

the police apprised of the progress. He finished the job the follow-

ing April, when he and Davis printed a handful of notes. Parkes then

visited a hat store to pass a note, but the police, tipped off by Davis in

advance, arrested him on the spot. Blayney made a show of arresting
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Davis as well, but then permitted him to escape, leaving Parkes to take

the fall.59

News of the arrest quickly spread, as did tales of the astonishing

fidelity of Parkes’s imitation. After many years spent engraving the

finest counterfeits in the country, this was Parkes’s swan song: a master-

piece of mimicry that drew grudging admiration from the local

press. “We have seen thousands of counterfeit bank notes,” proclaimed

Bicknell’s Reporter and Counterfeit Detector, “and we unhesitatingly say

that this is decidedly the best that ever came under our notice. Not only

are the beauties of the genuine plate closely imitated, but the most

trifling blemish has also been counterfeited with the most faithful ex-

actness.” Had the signatures of Biddle been equally well forged, the pa-

per observed, “it would have been impossible for the keenest eye to dis-

tinguish the genuine from the forged.” Brokers given the notes likewise

acknowledged them to be “fully equal to the genuine notes in all re-

spects.” The curious flocked to the mayor’s office to catch a glimpse of

Parkes’s work, along with the plates, presses, and dies from the counter-

feiter’s workshop. “The whole apparatus is the completest ever seen,”

wrote Blayney shortly after Parkes’s arrest. “It is impossible for me to

describe.”60

The trial took place in the U.S. District Court in Philadelphia, and

was as brief as it was conclusive. It did not help that the judge hap-

pened to be a longtime associate of Biddle’s, while the prosecutor sat

on the board of the Second Bank of the United States. Parkes’s lawyer,

Benjamin Rush, put up a desperate defense, trying to make an issue of

the alliance between Smith Davis and the Philadelphia police. “I have a

right to know what led to this arrest,” Rush argued before the judge. “If

I can show my client is made the victim in the cause and others, equally

guilty, are not prosecuted, I may avail myself of it.” The court dismissed

Rush’s complaints, though it did come out that Davis had disappeared
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under mysterious circumstances. The trial lasted but a few days, and

the jury found Parkes guilty on eleven separate counts. The judge con-

templated sentencing him to a fifteen-year prison term, but was per-

suaded not to do so by Blayney, who brokered a reduced term of five

years. In return, Parkes, who was not only a master engraver but also a

skilled chemist, divulged his secret “chemical arts for the erasure, alter-

ation, and transfer of signatures on bank notes” before being sent to

Eastern State Penitentiary, where he would spend the remainder of the

decade in solitary confinement.61

The other characters in this infamous case escaped condemnation.

In an expression of their appreciation, the directors of the Second Bank

of the United States subscribed an award of $2,280 to be given to

Mayor Swift of Philadelphia for his “extraordinary services in bringing

this great counterfeiter to justice.” Whether Swift’s high constable

shared in the proceeds is not known. But Blayney nonetheless at-

tempted to claim the reward money that had originally been offered by

the association, writing lengthy letters to Nichols boasting of his role in

the case, and asking for the balance of the five-hundred-dollar bounty

he had originally negotiated. Nichols declined, complaining that the

counterfeiter had been convicted in Philadelphia, not Boston, as origi-

nally stipulated (worse, Blayney had negotiated the shorter sentence,

disregarding Nichols’s request that Parkes be sentenced to “imprison-

ment for life”). A predictable exchange ensued, with Blayney send-

ing angry letters and promising legal action, but nothing came of his

threats. He had no recourse: after using Boston’s money to do Philadel-

phia’s bidding, Blayney was left with little leverage.62

Smith Davis, by contrast, managed to turn the entire affair to his

advantage. Not only did he escape prosecution for his complicity in

Parkes’s crimes, but he also was never punished for another, more bra-

zen crime. While the city’s newspapers breathed a collective sigh of re-

lief that neither Davis nor Parkes had “circulated a single note,” things
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turned out otherwise. According to the National Police Gazette, Davis

had pocketed $10,000 in counterfeit ten-dollar notes before Parkes’s

arrest. “It was a shrewd double cross,” recalled the National Police Ga-

zette, “for the bank would never dream of the existence of such notes,

and if it did, could not deny that they were the genuine [having been]

virtually manufactured under the very direction of the president, and by

the authority of the High Priest of the Police.” With these illicit funds,

“the King of the Koneyackers slipped to New-York . . . and with his ten

thousand dollars, built a row of cheap row houses in one of the upper

wards of [the] city.” Smith Davis, who conducted counterfeiting in a

most businesslike manner, now became a full-fledged capitalist, not so

different from the many other speculators seeking to get rich in the

frenzied property market that took off the year Parkes was convicted.63

The fever for real estate speculation was but one dimension of a

massive economic boom intensified by the removal of the federal de-

posits. The Second Bank of the United States ceased to exercise

significant control over the state banks, and flush with funds, they

pumped credit into the economy in the form of bank notes. The num-

ber of banks exploded as well, nearly doubling in the five years follow-

ing Jackson’s reelection. The Second Bank of the United States became

just another one of those state banks in 1836, with Pennsylvania giving

it a state charter to replace its soon-to-expire federal charter. The

stability of the nearly six hundred banks in operation by 1837 varied

greatly. Some, such as those that fell under the regulatory regime of the

Suffolk Bank, may not have been significantly overextended. Others,

especially new banks founded in recently settled states such as Michi-

gan, were more similar to “licensed counterfeiters.” Many more fell

somewhere in between, but all participated and benefited from the eco-

nomic boom, fueled by land speculation underwritten by the rising tide

of bank notes.64

None of this sat well with Jackson and other hard-money advocates.
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The destruction of the Second Bank of the United States did not, con-

trary to their naive visions, usher in a broader reformation of the cur-

rency. Thomas Hart Benton felt especially betrayed. “I am one of those

who promised gold, not paper,” he cried from the floor of Congress. “I

promised the currency of the constitution, not the currency of corpora-

tions. I did not join in putting down the Bank of the United States, to

put up a wilderness of local banks.” His bitter lament drew little but si-

lence from his former allies. Benton may have envisioned the struggle

as the opening campaign in a larger war against paper money, but many

of the Jacksonians welcomed the torrent of speculation unleashed by

the removal of the deposits. The growing schism between “Democrats

in principle” and “Democrats in trade” inevitably sparked accusations

of betrayal. Jackson’s “hypocritical friends,” claimed one Theophilus

Fisk, a steadfast hard-money man, “opposed all banks in Congress, but

chartered them in shoals in the States—running riot into wild, irre-

sponsible, unregulated banking, yet keeping up the cry of ‘specie cur-

rency’ to gull the people.”65

Jackson, who held fast to hard-money doctrines, countered the rising

tide of paper money by issuing the infamous Specie Circular. The idea

originated with Benton, who tried to coerce Congress into requiring

specie payments for public lands. The proposal went nowhere, but

Jackson issued an executive order in 1836 prohibiting the receipt of pa-

per money for public lands effective August 15. The move widened the

split within the Democratic party, leading many veterans of the Bank

War to rail against Jackson and Benton’s “Gold Humbug” and join the

ranks of the opposition. Congress quickly passed a bill rescinding the

order, only to have Jackson issue a pocket veto. The Specie Circular

survived, as did Jackson’s animosity toward paper money. In his fare-

well address delivered March 4, 1837, Jackson spoke of the evils inher-

ent in a “paper system . . . founded on public confidence, having of it-
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self no intrinsic value.” Bank notes, Jackson lamented, encouraged a

“wild spirit of speculation” that distracted citizens “from the sober pur-

suits of honest industry” by fostering a “desire to amass wealth without

labor.” Jackson also bemoaned the fact that “all [bank notes] are easily

counterfeited in such a manner as to require peculiar skill and much ex-

perience to distinguish the counterfeit from the genuine note.”66

The address, written with the help of his newly appointed chief jus-

tice, contrasted with an opinion Taney’s court had issued less than a

month earlier that legitimized the “paper system” Jackson now decried.

In Briscoe v. Bank of Kentucky, the plaintiff challenged the right of indi-

vidual states to charter banks that issued notes, claiming that doing so

violated the “bills of credit” clause of the Constitution. Taney’s prede-

cessor, John Marshall, had already issued an opinion in a separate case

indicating his willingness to construe the ban on bills of credit in a

broad manner, and had Marshall and his fellow justices decided Briscoe

a decade earlier, state bank notes might have been ruled unconstitu-

tional. But the court of 1837 (all but one of whom were appointees of

Jackson) affirmed the constitutionality of the Bank of Kentucky, and by

extension, all state-chartered banks. It was a decision founded on dubi-

ous legal precedent, and was largely motivated by fears that a ban on

the notes of state-owned and state-chartered banks could have disas-

trous economic consequences. Whatever the reasoning, legal or other-

wise, the Briscoe decision threw responsibility for paper money—and

implicitly, counterfeiting—back to the states.67

As these final, contradictory messages of Jackson’s administration

entered the historical record, a cataclysm was unfolding that would

eventually condemn all bank notes, whatever their claim to authentic-

ity, to a monetary no-man’s land. While the exact sequence of events

remains the subject of considerable dispute, Jackson’s sudden shift in

monetary policy, combined with a series of uncoordinated interregional
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bank transfers precipitated by another of Jackson’s parting acts—the

distribution of the federal surplus—brought matters to a crisis point,

draining the specie reserves of banks in New York City. Growing de-

mand for specie from abroad exacerbated the situation, until disaster

struck just a few weeks after Martin Van Buren took office. As gold

and silver flowed out of banking vaults and out of the country, pressure

began to mount on the bank note bubble. On May 10, 1837, banks in

New York City suspended specie payments on their notes, and other

banks throughout the nation followed suit.68

Few escaped the crisis that now beset the nation’s economy. In the

panic and ensuing depression, over a quarter of the banks in operation

failed, as did countless entrepreneurs and businesses. Confidence, that

precious asset that Melville would write about two decades later, was in

perilously short supply, and what little specie remained in circulation

swiftly disappeared into private hoards, replaced by irredeemable bank

notes circulating at a deep discount from their face value. As coins van-

ished, ordinary monetary transactions became next to impossible to

complete, and individuals and businesses—oyster cellar owners, tavern

keepers, dry goods dealers, import and export firms, to name a few—

began printing their own money in fractions of a dollar. Every man be-

came a banker, but operated without the slightest sanction from the

state. Their notes, known as shinplasters (because their detractors equated

them with worthless bandages) obliterated the already shaky distinc-

tions between genuine bank notes and fraudulent currency—a fact sati-

rists did not fail to notice. Three years after the Globe prophesied that

“a sound currency is fast extending itself through the country, and tak-

ing the place of rag dollars and counterfeits,” this particular “shinplas-

ter” took aim at the hard-money men. The note, dated the day the

banks suspended specie payments, offered a fitting substitute for the

usual pledge to redeem a note in gold and silver coin: a promise to pay

Thomas Hart Benton in “counterfeit caricatures.”69
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The proliferation of shinplasters prompted plenty of jeremiads, but

“the more scientific rogues in the chartered banks,” as one newspa-

per called them, drew the heaviest rhetorical fire. “The laws against

counterfeiting the currency have ever been intensely severe,” wrote

Theophilus Fisk, “and yet our Banking incorporations counterfeit the

constitutional currency of the country, or substitute for real value their

worthless irredeemable paper, and it is all very respectable . . . let a poor

laboring man follow their pernicious example, and he is sent to the

Penitentiary.” Bankers, he averred, “can be viewed in no other light

than as counterfeiters armed with public authority, by an act of incor-

poration.” Worse, as Fisk was soon to discover, prospective bankers (or

counterfeiters, depending on one’s point of view) would soon find it far

easier to obtain those acts of incorporation. In the midst of the panic,

New York became one of the first states to pass a so-called free banking

law, which abolished the older system of special legislative charters and

instead permitted anyone who could raise a certain amount of capital to

incorporate a note-issuing bank. The right to make money became de-

mocratized, and several states swiftly followed suit. Others did not:

bankers in Massachusetts passed a resolution in 1837 condemning the

practice, claiming that a “free trade in banking is neither more nor less

than a free trade in swindling.”70

This sentiment was understandable coming from one of the more

conservative banking communities in the nation. They too fell victim

to the economic collapse, as did the New England Association against

Counterfeiting. After its victory in 1833, the organization went into a

state of decline, and by 1838 the Suffolk Bank had halted its own con-

tribution to the cause, citing “the indifference of members in paying

their yearly assessments.” As a state report subsequently concluded, the

association “was dissolved because the members were unwilling to de-

vote so much of their own money and personal efforts for an object
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which concerns the general wealth more than their own interests.” This

erosion of interest in the public welfare in the nation’s most cohesive

financial community was a testament to the destruction wrought by the

panic and ensuing depression. The region’s banks suspended specie

payments with the rest of the nation, and more than a few eventually

went under, though the failure rate remained far lower than other parts

of the country. Still, the collapse of the association’s campaign against

counterfeiting—and the demise of the Second Bank of the United

States—meant that a new generation of criminal capitalists could oper-

ate with impunity.71

The era of Nicholas Biddle and Lyman Parkes was at an end, and

the counterfeit economy that evolved in the succeeding decades was

no longer dominated by a single manufactory any more than Benton’s

growing “wilderness of local banks” was ruled by a single national

bank. The fate of this pair of accomplished men—the great banker and

the great counterfeiter—diverged in the decade following the Bank

War. Biddle died in 1844, his reputation forever tarnished by his inept

handling of the Bank War and his alleged mismanagement of the

national bank’s successor, the awkwardly named Bank of the United

States of Pennsylvania, which went under in 1841. The fortunes of

Lyman Parkes, by contrast, improved after he emerged a free man in

the spring of 1839, thanks to a pardon by Martin Van Buren. The

prison warden noted the event in his log book: “I . . . set [Parkes] at lib-

erty . . . He has served 4 years + 3 mos. out of 5 years & goes out with

promises to do better.” Parkes did just that, moving with his daughter

to a village in upstate New York, where he set up shop manufacturing

wooden rolling pins, mop sticks, and bowls. He cut an unassuming fig-

ure, save on the rare occasion when he would succumb to vanity and

show off the talents that had brought him such trouble. One local

chronicler remembered how Parkes, “a remarkable penman,” would in-
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scribe “the Lord’s Prayer, with his name, date and age, in a circle the

size of a six pence, perfectly legible, with only ordinary spectacles to as-

sist his eyesight.” But this was a parlor trick, not a profession. Parkes

apparently abandoned his former vocation, content to live a life of ob-

scurity.72

Not so the rising generation of counterfeiters in the lands to the

west. In states like Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, and Missouri, counterfeit-

ers flourished on the outer reaches of the nation, their reputations

reaching mythical proportions. They thrived thanks to lax law enforce-

ment and a growing tolerance for illicit money-making of all kinds.

This was a region that needed money, and counterfeiters provided it.

While a banker in the East might be compared to a counterfeiter, it

was not uncommon for a counterfeiter in the West to be likened to a

banker, thanks to the public service he provided by pumping much-

needed money into a developing economy. And it was here, more than

ever before, that the boundary between legitimate commerce and out-

right fraud disappeared in an ever-rising tide of bank notes.
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F O U R

The
Western Bankers

T he Cuyahoga River follows a torturous path from its

modest beginnings in the rolling landscape east of

Cleveland, Ohio, twisting and turning and doubling

back for close to a hundred miles before finally joining Lake Erie. The

native peoples who visited here called it the “crooked river,” a name

that took on a new meaning in the early nineteenth century, when

white settlers began trickling into the region. While most of the new-

comers settled in tidy, law-abiding villages, a handful staked claims on

the banks of the Cuyahoga in the 1820s and began counterfeiting on a

vast scale. The river valley, with its countless gullies, ravines, caves, and

other hiding places, offered significant advantages to prospective coun-

terfeiters, much as the borderlands of Canada did for Stephen Bur-

roughs and his successors at Cogniac Street.1

Isolation, however, was not the principal reason the valley became a

haven for the counterfeiting fraternity. Rather, it was the opening in

1827 of the Ohio & Erie Canal, which ran in a straight line through the

valley, fed by the serpentine river. By connecting Cleveland to the
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Muskingham and Tuscarawas rivers in the southern half of the state,

the canal made the valley a conduit for the movement of goods and

people from the Great Lakes region to the Ohio River, the Mississippi,

and eventually, New Orleans. Much of that commerce was legiti-

mate, but plenty more was not. The canal attracted hordes of itinerant

horse thieves, “blacklegs” (cheating gamblers), and dealers in counter-

feit notes, or what one visitor described as a “large number of finely-

dressed, ruffle-shirted, plug-hatted, kid-gloved, lavishly-bejewelled,

and apparently wealthy sojourners.” These men came to the Cuyahoga

to buy counterfeit money, both bogus bills and coins, which they would

put into circulation while traveling aboard the canal boats and steam-

boats that plied the inland waters of the Middle West and the South.2

The counterfeiters doing business with these visitors attracted the ire

of law enforcement officials and self-appointed vigilantes, but not ev-

eryone in the region minded their antics. Several counterfeiters in the

Cuyahoga enjoyed a mythical reputation, becoming local folk heroes

whose exploits were part of the common culture. The leaders of these

gangs were not run-of-the-mill criminals, but larger-than-life visionar-

ies whose schemes extended throughout the newly settled regions of

the country, all the way to the coast of California, and perhaps, on one

famous occasion, as far away as ports overseas. Their reputation for

generosity, their legendary charisma, and their extraordinary ability to

escape punishment only contributed to their celebrity. Though much

of what has been written and said about them has the aura of myth,

there is more than a bit of truth to the stories that circulated up and

down the length of the Ohio & Erie Canal, and eventually, throughout

the United States.

In the succeeding decades, comparable criminal enclaves arose

throughout the Middle West, from Michigan in the north to Indiana

and Kentucky in the south, and down the Ohio River to the Missis-
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sippi River Valley. Many counterfeiters congregated along the borders

of states and territories, seeking refuge in the cracks and crevices of

the federal system and fleeing to even friendlier jurisdictions when

necessary. Others took refuge in geographical borderlands like the

Cuyahoga, which offered plenty of places for counterfeiters to hide and

ply their trade without interference. Wherever the counterfeiters set-

tled, they benefited from living in a region where the machinery of po-

licing and social control was weaker than almost anywhere else in the

country. Indeed, they often won election as sheriffs, justices of the

peace, and other officers of the law, making it all the more difficult to

prosecute them. But this tactic was hardly necessary: counterfeiters far

outnumbered honest local, state, and federal law enforcement officials,

most of whom rarely communicated with their counterparts in other

parts of the country. By contrast, counterfeiters during the antebellum

era fashioned an extensive, clandestine network of underground com-

merce that crossed state lines, giving rise to what one inside account

described as a “secret band of brothers.”3

Nonetheless, the success of the western counterfeiters cannot be at-

tributed solely to the legendary lawlessness of frontier regions, or to the

inchoate condition of institutions responsible for maintaining the so-

cial order. Though often a nuisance, counterfeiters performed a public

service. As one citizen of Michigan observed several decades later,

“counterfeiting and issuing worthless ‘bank notes’ . . . was not looked

upon as a felony as it would be today. Of course it was taken for granted

that it was a ‘little crooked,’ but the scarcity of real money, together

with the necessity for a medium of exchange, made almost anything

that looked like money answer the purpose.” In a capital-poor region

where money remained in short supply (and where specie and the gen-

uine bills of more reputable banks disappeared into private hoards and

flowed to eastern cities for redemption), counterfeiters catered to an in-
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satiable demand for credit. These “directors” of secret “banks” and

“mints” primed the local economy, easing the transition from barter to

more sophisticated means of economic exchange.4

The counterfeiters were not alone in the assistance they lent to

economic development. More than anywhere else in the country, the

Middle West was a place where bankers came closest to becoming

counterfeiters. Unlike the more stable monetary regimes of the eastern

states, the region gave rise to banking excesses that approached coun-

terfeiting in spirit, if not in practice. So-called wildcat banks, unincor-

porated banks, and fraudulent, nonexistent banks established by fron-

tier financiers all blurred the boundaries between legitimate banking

and outright fraud. Working against this backdrop, counterfeiters who

preyed on more reputable banks could only rise in the public’s estima-

tion. Indeed, the wildcat banker came to be seen as a more disturbing

figure than a conventional counterfeiter. The one issued “real” notes

that depreciated to the point where people lost confidence in them; the

other issued “fake” notes that could command confidence as long as

their genuine counterparts did. Which was worse?

The Boston Bankers

In 1829, the village of Boston, Ohio, consisted of a cluster of white

clapboard buildings that stood on the strip of land between the

Cuyahoga River and the newly opened Ohio & Erie Canal. One hot

summer day, dark storm clouds rolled into the valley, bringing rain and

lightning. Accounts vary, but most agree that the proprietor of the

modest general store that stood in the middle of the settlement ven-

tured onto his porch as the storm approached. Perhaps he stood still,

watching the gathering clouds, or was hurrying, trying to finish the

day’s tasks before the rain sent him inside. Whatever his movements,
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they were interrupted when a bolt of lightning came coursing down out

of the sky, enveloping him in flame. The force of the blast ripped his

black suit into tatters, threw his body off the porch and onto the

ground, and as one eyewitness recalled, tore his boots off his feet, hurl-

ing them over the roof of a neighboring saw mill. As the thunder from

the strike reverberated up and down the valley, the man’s half-naked

body lay sprawled on the ground, steaming from the blast as the smell

of sulfur filled the air. Shouts likely went up throughout the village mo-

ments afterward, and as the storm continued to rage, the man’s neigh-

bors ran to the scene, carrying his limp body inside.5

The man’s name was James Brown, and he was destined to become

the most famous counterfeiter of the Cuyahoga. The blast left no trace

on his body, but he lay unconscious for several days. Though he even-

tually recovered from his “lightning scrape,” as one of his business asso-

ciates described it that fall, the event was more than a freak accident; it

marked the symbolic beginning of Brown’s career in local lore. “It was

said that he was wont to boast, in referring to this incident, that no live

man could lay him upon his back as quick as the Almighty did,” wrote

a local historian who knew Brown well. The same writer observed that

Brown’s tattered suit was kept, reliquary-like, by family members as a

“memento of the dread visitation.” The baptism by fire, the boastful

quip, and the sacred vestments: Brown enjoyed a larger-than-life repu-

tation, which makes sifting fiction from reality a difficult endeavor.

Nonetheless, there was plenty of truth to the legend, and even that

which has been fabricated is revealing in its own right. His contempo-

raries assumed he could surmount any obstacle that fate threw his way.6

Brown’s resilience may have had something to do with his remark-

able charisma. Accounts of his physical appearance invariably reflect an

awestruck admiration. A bystander at one of his many court appear-

ances described “as noble a specimen of humanity as I ever gazed upon,
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being over six feet high, with broad shoulders, ample chest, small waist,

and elegant limbs . . . He is, indeed, in outward port and bearing,

one of Nature’s noblemen.” Likewise, a resident of Akron recalled his

“black, deep-set penetrating eyes,” and remembered how his height

and girth gave him “a personal presence that would attract attention

in any company.” Though a champion wrestler and a frequent partici-

pant in brawls along the canal, Brown was intelligent; in addition, “the

mildness of his voice, and the geniality of his conversation, rendered

him a most captivating companion.” Others were equally glowing in

their praise, and while it is tempting to dismiss these claims as fron-

tier myth-making, the sheer number of contemporaries who described

Brown in such terms suggests that there was some truth to these ful-

some accounts. So, too, does a charcoal portrait of Brown and his wife

completed sometime in the 1830s.7
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Brown’s older brother, Daniel, was also a counterfeiter and a remark-

able figure in his own right. Though no portrait survives, many ac-

counts indicate that Daniel was the more capable and mature of the

two brothers. Jonathan Green, a “reformed” gambler who knew both

men, described Daniel Brown as the mastermind and the younger

James as a lesser figure. “Nature, as well as education, had done much

for Daniel Brown,” wrote Green. “He was fitted for the gentleman, and

possessed the elements of a good man, and a fine personal appear-

ance. The love of money, which truly is the root of all evil, carried

him astray.” Green was less impressed with James, claiming he “was the

reverse of [Daniel] in disposition.” While James’s reputation would
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change after Daniel’s untimely death, surviving letters written by the

two brothers suggest that Daniel was the more intelligent—or at least

better educated—of the pair, even if James was the more colorful char-

acter. Other accounts tend to confirm this view, describing Daniel as

sober, cautious, and possessed of “extremely pleasing manners,” and

James as more tempestuous.8

There was little in the brothers’ early lives to foreshadow their future

career as counterfeiters. Daniel was born in 1789 and James in 1800,

both in upstate New York. Their father, a Revolutionary War veteran,

moved the family to Boston around 1805, not long after the village was

first surveyed. Daniel enlisted in the War of 1812, and in 1813 married

the daughter of a merchant from the neighboring town of Hudson. His

father gave him two hundred acres of the family farm, though he soon

sold it and moved his family to Cincinnati, and eventually, two towns

farther down the Ohio River: Lawrenceburg and Rising Sun, Indiana.

Daniel built a three-story brick store in Rising Sun sometime after

1816, and local histories report that he worked as a steamboat captain

on the Ohio, Mississippi, and Alabama rivers. James remained on the

family farm in Boston, and in 1819 married Lucy Mather, the daughter

of a respectable merchant in Cleveland; a son was born the following

year, whom James named after his brother.9

It is likely that the two brothers began counterfeiting at around this

time. Jonathan Green later identified a man named “Sturtivant” as “one

of their principal engravers,” which may be an indication that they

worked with Roswell Sturdivant. A prosecutor in territorial Illinois de-

scribed Sturdivant as a “man of talent and address [who] was possessed

of much mechanical genius, was an expert artist, and was skilled in

some of the sciences.” Sturdivant belonged to a larger family of coun-

terfeiters in the Middle West who operated along the Ohio River close

to the intersection of the borders of Illinois, Indiana, and Kentucky.

164 t h e w e s t e r n b a n k e r s



Land records indicate that Sturdivant purchased property in Illinois

overlooking the Ohio River some ten miles south of Cave-in-Rock, a

natural cavern at water’s edge where another member of the Sturdivant

family had operated a generation earlier. According to a letter written

in 1821 by an officer of the Second Bank of the United States, Roswell

Sturdivant’s house stood “on the top of a high Bluff—his workshop is

upstairs—but it is supposed he has a cave in the vicinity in which his

plates [and] paper . . . are usually deposited.” The writer lamented that

“the people residing in that vicinity were disposed to countenance and

protect the establishment,” though several vigilante raids in the 1820s

forced Sturdivant to relocate to more hospitable terrain. This was an

inconvenience, and nothing more: the political and physical geography

of the Middle West offered many hiding places for counterfeiters.10

It is likely that Daniel Brown crossed paths with Sturdivant, the

most skilled engraver of counterfeits operating in the Middle West at

this time. There is some fragmentary evidence that Brown, whose

work on steamboats would have taken him by Sturdivant’s lair, served

as a distributor for the counterfeiter, or procured materials for him.

Whether this particular charge is true or not, it is almost incontrovert-

ible that Brown was connected to the larger counterfeit economy by the

early 1820s, though he maintained an air of respectability. One resident

of Rising Sun recalled that Brown was a “very gentlemanly man in

manners and appearance, and as his conduct here was always exem-

plary, the older citizens always spoke of him respectfully,” despite the

fact that “he was long suspected of counterfeiting.” He may have had a

hand in other criminal enterprises, too. The region was plagued with

horse thieves in the 1810s and 1820s, many of whom worked hand-in-

hand with counterfeiters. Daniel Brown was reported to have made

trips over the mountains with droves of horses, some numbering close

to a hundred mounts.11
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While Daniel Brown had close ties to the criminal underworld that

was then emerging along the western rivers, his brother worked with

counterfeiters in the eastern states. James Brown was first accused

of counterfeiting in 1822, when he and an associate were arrested in

Hartford, Connecticut. Even at this early stage in his career, Brown

displayed an audacity that distinguished him from the run-of-the-

mill rogue. According to newspaper accounts of the case, Brown passed

a bogus five-hundred-dollar bill on the Phoenix Bank in Boston, along

with a hundred-dollar counterfeit on the Farmer’s Bank of Richmond.

The high denominations were unusual enough, but more remarkable

was that Brown passed them on a note broker. This was extremely

risky, though the counterfeits proved so well made that they passed

muster with several bankers before being detected. The two men had

$1,200 worth of counterfeit money on them when arrested as well as a

good deal of genuine notes, which they used to post bail. Then they

vanished, with one newspaper concluding that they most likely had fled

to Canada.12

Several of the counterfeiters who eventually joined forces with James

Brown had close ties to Canada. One of the first to arrive on the scene

was Colonel William Ashley, whom Lucius Bierce, a prosecutor in

Ohio, described as having “an exterior, and manners, that would adorn

any society.” Ashley hailed from Vermont, and according to Bierce, fled

to “Slab City,” one of the towns attached to Cogniac Street, and arrived

in Boston, Ohio, in 1822. Colonel William G. Taylor, who like Ashley

appropriated a military title, joined the “Boston Bankers” in 1824, if not

earlier. Taylor, who was a merchant in Cleveland—and by at least one

account a lawyer—was spotted in Cogniac Street not long afterward,

and was rumored to have close ties to Canada. He went into business

with James Brown, setting up a general store in Boston and splitting

the proceeds. Other counterfeiters from Canada materialized around
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the same time, including the engraver William Crane, who surfaced in

neighboring Portage County as early as 1830. More damning evidence

of the growing ties between Cogniac Street and the Cuyahoga counter-

feiters surfaced a few years later, when Ebenezer Gleason identified

both James and Daniel Brown as visitors to the criminal enclave.13

The Brown brothers, Taylor, and Ashley probably established their

counterfeiting company around this time. Lucius Bierce gave a light-

hearted account of their activities, noting that “Boston was long cele-

brated for its Banking Institution.” He listed the four men as “officers

of the Bank,” adding that “excepting the fact that they never had a

charter from the State, authorizing them to swindle, a more honest set

of men never congregated as ‘a Board of Control.’ ” Though facetious,

Bierce was driving at a deeper truth: banking on the Ohio frontier was

a murky business. The state chartered dozens of banks in the 1810s that

issued vast quantities of notes. Many more banks operated without

state sanction, despite legislative efforts to curtail their operations. It

was a heady time, one when the line between banking and counterfeit-

ing blurred. As one newspaper editor remarked with tongue in cheek,

“Since the business of making new banks has become so easy and so fa-

miliar, it is to be hoped that the dishonest practice of counterfeiting the

notes of old banks will be entirely done away.”14

The counterfeiters of Ohio need not have worried. When the Sec-

ond Bank of the United States attempted to redeem the paper issued

by banks in the western states, it precipitated a crisis. Panic spread

throughout the economy in 1819, and the banking bubble collapsed

in Ohio, Indiana, and other states of the Middle West, destroying

not only institutions founded by respected capitalists, but also banks

founded by “knaves and swindlers,” as one contemporary characterized

them. Over the following five years, most of the banks in operation on

the eve of the panic closed their doors. The “bankers” in Boston, Ohio,
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by contrast, suffered no such fate. Their notes, while counterfeit, at

least had the virtue of being imitations of banks in good standing. They

were swindlers, yes, but their money remained a more reliable medium

of exchange than the rags issued by their competitors elsewhere in the

state. That may help explain why local residents so often tolerated

these illicit contributions to the regional money supply.15

By 1826, the number of counterfeits flowing out of Boston and the

surrounding Ohio townships reached a new high. The success of the

counterfeiters’ banking operations had coincided with the start of con-

struction on the Ohio & Erie Canal the previous year, when the

Cuyahoga became a bustling corridor of commerce. Among those do-

ing business on the canal was George Farr, a drover who sold some

hogs to a member of the gang. He was paid in counterfeit money, and

as Charles Whittlesey of Cleveland would later recall, he “determined

upon revenge.” Farr insinuated himself into the confidence of the gang,

and amassed evidence against them. Thanks to his efforts, local au-

thorities issued warrants in 1826 for the arrest of James Brown, William

Ashley, and several subordinates belonging to what local papers de-

scribed as a “company of unchartered bankers or counterfeiters.”

Whittlesey claimed that the sheriff who made the arrest drew a pistol,

but because “the weapon had in his hand somewhat of a tremulous mo-

tion, Brown replied with a smile that he had better put it back in its

holster or it might go off and hurt somebody.”16

Although this account may have been just the first of many embel-

lishments on Brown’s reputation, what happened after his arrest is well

substantiated: Brown easily assembled the requisite $4,500 bail (an

enormous sum at that time), then had his lawyers obtain deferrals on

the case for the next six years. While the details of these maneuvers

have disappeared, it is likely (if Brown’s subsequent history is any indi-

cation) that the “bank officers” bribed witnesses and secured perjured
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testimony. They also made threats: according to Whittlesey, Farr was

hustled out of Boston to escape assassination by Brown’s confederates.

There is no evidence, however, that the counterfeiters ever killed any-

one. They had other tricks up their sleeves. Dan Brown, for example,

forged an affidavit in which Farr “confessed” that he had perjured him-

self, and testified that his earlier accusations against Brown and Ashley

were “totally incorrect and groundless” and inspired by “motives of re-

venge.”17

Farr’s genuine testimony, which survives in secondhand accounts,

revealed considerable sophistication among the counterfeiters on the

Cuyahoga. He reported that his induction into Brown’s inner circle re-

quired an “oath of secresy” that bound the candidate to murder any

member who revealed the company’s secrets. According to one source

familiar with the case, Farr discovered that the leaders of the gang

manufactured some counterfeits themselves, but more often “they were

associated with the Eastern engraving offices who furnished the blank

impressions both to the bank and the brotherhood. Their impressions

were often genuine and the filling up”—meaning the signatures of the

bank officers—“was spurious.” While it is difficult to corroborate this

claim, the quality of the notes passed by Brown in Boston lends some

support to it. What does seem clear is that the actual engraving of the

counterfeit plates generally took place elsewhere, even if Brown and his

associates printed the notes in or around Boston.18

In the end, only one member of the gang went to the penitentiary;

the rest escaped prosecution. Ashley posted bail and forfeited his bonds,

reappearing after the indictment had been dismissed. This became a

favored tactic of the “Boston Bankers,” and while it left prosecutors

with nothing to show, the local government benefited. As Whittlesey

observed, “The sums paid by Ashley, Brown and his confederates into

the treasuries of Summit, Portage, and Medina counties, amounts to
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fortunes.” Forfeited bail was a kind of tax, but one the counterfeiters

happily paid in exchange for being left alone. This strategy went hand-

in-hand with their takeover of town governments, which were largely

responsible for law enforcement in the region. Whittlesey claimed that

the “bankers” controlled local elections and secured favorable judicial

appointments from the state: “Magistrates were elected, and held of-

fices, administering justice many years, who were attached to this fra-

ternity and acted in carrying forward its objects.” That left law-abiding

residents of the Cuyahoga valley with few options in dealing with the

residents of Boston, which one local citizen labeled a “modern Pande-

monium.”19

In addition to being the capital of counterfeiting in the Middle

West, the town of Boston, Ohio, was rumored to control ten or more

satellite operations in the surrounding countryside. Many of these,

like the “mint” that was temporarily broken up in 1827 in Painesville,

manufactured counterfeit coin. Among those apprehended was Colo-

nel Ashley, hinting that the Boston Bankers controlled the operation.

In typical fashion, Ashley and all but two of the fourteen people in-

dicted escaped prosecution. Other manufactories sprang up closer to

home in a number of adjoining townships, including one founded by

three brothers in Richfield, a sparsely settled area filled with ravines

and gullies. According to Bierce, they “were in favor of a hard cur-

rency,” and set up a “mint” on a point of land still known today as

“Money Shop Hill.” The emphasis on minting bogus coin was logical:

the dubious reputation of local bank notes left many people in the

Middle West with a preference for coin, a bias that the counterfeiters

of the Cuyahoga were happy to accommodate.20

Other counterfeiters contributed spurious coin, too. The most fa-

mous was William Latta, a shadowy land agent who had close ties to

Cogniac Street. He settled in the eastern half of Bath Township, to
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the west of the Ohio & Erie Canal. Samuel Lane, the future mayor of

Akron, and a contemporary of Latta, counted him a “lieutenant” of

James Brown who was “singularly urbane and persuasive in his man-

ners and conversation, always superbly dressed, with ruffle-shirt front,

gold watch, elaborate fob-chain, seals, etc.” Latta set up a tavern in

Bath, from which he directed his counterfeiting operations in the “lab-

yrinthine and heavily timbered hills and gullies of the eastern portion

of the township.” While the exact nature of his business dealings with

Brown and the other counterfeiters in Boston remains unclear, the pic-

ture that emerges from court documents and local histories suggests a

loose confederation of criminal gangs that worked in concert with one

another, even if they suffered the occasional falling-out. Many of these

partnerships had roots in often elaborate webs of family ties: William

Latta, for example, married the widow of a member of the Sturdivant

counterfeiting clan.21

The first section of the Ohio & Erie Canal opened in the summer of

1827, connecting Cleveland with Akron. Additional sections opened in

the southern part of the state shortly thereafter, and the Cuyahoga Val-

ley experienced a dramatic increase in the number of visitors. The

opening of a water route that would eventually connect Ohio with the

port of New Orleans coincided with the growing power of the Boston

Bankers, who catered to the peripatetic venders and dealers of counter-

feits who passed through the canal on their way to points south and

west. Aside from the aborted crackdown in Painesville, no other at-

tempt to root out Brown and his associates succeeded for the rest of the

decade, and as one frustrated resident would report in 1828, the coun-

terfeiters were “increasing in skill and experience as well as in numbers

to an alarming extent.” This was true, but within the next few years, the

problem was no longer restricted to Ohio. The counterfeiters’ sphere of

influence grew in the 1830s to encompass the entire country.22
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The Brotherhood

On May 30, 1830, Colonel William G. Taylor composed a brief letter

to his longtime associate James Brown. “I have a little business with

you before I leave,” he wrote. “The sooner you arrive, the better—It

will promote your Interest—and I shall expect you as soon as Thurs-

day—don’t fail.” Though the two men had corresponded on previous

occasions—discussing shipments of lumber, pork, and whiskey, as well

as the finances of the store in Boston that they both owned—there was

an unusual urgency to this final communiqué. Perhaps there was a

legitimate business opportunity that Taylor wished to pursue with

Brown. More likely, the letter marks the beginning of a conspiracy that

led to the eventual disgrace of William Taylor, the death of Daniel

Brown, and the rise of James Brown as the leading counterfeiter of the

Middle West.23

In late January 1831, the police arrested in New Orleans James Brown,

Daniel Brown, and several accomplices, charging them with passing

counterfeit hundred-dollar notes on the Second Bank of the United

States. Estimates of the amount of money seized varied; some reports

in the local and national press put the total at $40,000, but others

claimed that over $90,000 had been seized. The quality was remark-

able: one account of the arrest described the notes as “well executed—

almost the only difference being in the paper.” Still, the arrests begged

a larger question. What were the brothers doing in New Orleans with

such a large sum of counterfeit currency? And where were they headed?

These puzzles resist resolution because it was at this particular moment

in James Brown’s career that myth and reality became thoroughly inter-

twined.24

Samuel Lane, who left behind the most elaborate account of what

happened, claimed that the Browns and Taylor had secured “some very
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excellent plates of the several issues of the United States bank notes,

and were preparing to flood the country with the spurious paper.” This

was audacious enough, but Daniel Brown went further, devising a

“mammoth scheme” that would “entirely eclipse any other financial

project, either legitimate or illegitimate, that up to that time had ever

been devised.” According to Lane, Daniel Brown proposed that the

trio outfit a ship in New Orleans, sail to China and India, and use the

counterfeit money to purchase “a large cargo of teas, coffees, spices,

silks, and other merchandise, to be disposed of in the various ports of

Europe and America” (notes of the Bank of the United States occa-

sionally circulated outside the United States). The entrepreneurs pur-

chased a ship, hired a crew, including “artists, [and an] expert penman,”

but on the eve of their departure, James Brown and William Taylor

went ashore to “paint the town red,” drank too much, and passed some

counterfeits. The police, who traced them to the ship later that eve-

ning, arrested the entire crew and seized the equipment.25

The reality was less dramatic. Lane had relied on secondhand ac-

counts when he wrote the history of this episode. More reliable was

the testimony given by Lucius Bierce, who was prosecutor for Summit

County at the time. He claimed that the scheme never came close

to fruition, though he did report that the “bankers,” as he preferred to

call them, “contemplated visiting Europe, and even China, and ex-

changing the United States Bank paper for the products of those coun-

tries.” A newspaper account published a few years after the episode told

a similarly subdued story. The scheme, this writer reported, “was to fit

out a ship from New Orleans to Canton in China, sending out a large

amount of counterfeit notes of the U.S. Bank, with which to purchase a

cargo of teas, &c. [but] the gang had not money enough to fit out their

ship without broaching their counterfeit funds [and] they were de-

tected in time to frustrate their plan.”26
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The most reliable set of sources survive in the case files of the federal

court in New Orleans, which contain intercepted letters, sworn state-

ments, and correspondence between the principals dating back to the

mid-1820s. The files indicate that James and Daniel Brown landed in

the city jail (or “calaboose,” as it was then known), whereas Taylor es-

caped arrest. The brothers, who could not muster the money to post

bail (set at the extraordinary sum of $20,000 apiece), wrote to Taylor,

who agreed to provide help, but only if the Browns signed over the

deed to farmland in Ohio as security. The request sparked a schism

among the former business partners, with James Brown accusing Tay-

lor of extortion. When a federal grand jury issued indictments against

the brothers in March, James Brown took revenge, turning state’s evi-

dence against Taylor. Brown testified that he and Taylor “had transac-

tions in counterfeit money” in the past, and gave extensive details of

their business dealings. Lucy Brown corroborated this account, as did

Daniel Brown. The court issued a warrant for Taylor’s arrest the same

week that the brothers gave their testimony, and charged him with

counterfeiting the notes of the Second Bank of the United States.27

Was any of this true? In his initial appearance before the court, Tay-

lor claimed that he had first become acquainted with James Brown in

1826, but that “no intimacy [had] ever existed between them.” He re-

peated this claim in a self-published pamphlet the following year, con-

ceding that he had “some mercantile transactions” with Brown, but

stating that these ended after Taylor sued Brown for failure to repay a

debt. Taylor conceded that James and Daniel had requested his help in

securing bail—this was hard to deny—but he maintained that he was

the victim of an elaborate conspiracy concocted by the brothers. “They

represented to the prosecuting attorney . . . that I was the great head of

counterfeiters—that they were the comparatively innocent victims of

my superior sagacity, and that if they could be permitted to turn states’

evidence, testimony could be adduced that would convict me.”28
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However outlandish, there may be some truth to Taylor’s claims. Ac-

cording to Jonathan Green, at the end of 1830 the gambler had crossed

paths with Daniel and James Brown in Memphis and had joined the

party, which included Lucy Brown as well. Green claimed that Daniel

Brown had told him of his plans to establish a grocery in New Orleans,

though it seems far more likely that the gambler knew their real inten-

tions. Green claimed that Taylor had entered the picture only after the

brothers’ arrest and their failure to post bail, when the brothers decided

that “some innocent person must be implicated and made a scape-

goat.” Taylor, with whom they “had been accomplices, no doubt, in

many a deed of darkness,” was selected to take the fall. Green claimed

that Brown’s lawyer had asked him to falsely accuse Taylor of giving

him counterfeit money, and other witnesses in the case complained

about similar attempts at subornation of perjury.29

Perhaps Taylor was innocent of what the Brown brothers accused

him of doing, though other evidence from the case hints at a more

complicated story. Taylor claimed he cut ties with James Brown in 1828,

but the letter that Taylor wrote in May 1830 says otherwise. More

damning are letters written by Daniel Brown from his prison cell. In

one half-literate missive sent to a dealer of counterfeits who lived in

New York City, Daniel Brown wrote that “I acted as an agent for Col.

William G. Taylor & Whitlock” (one of Taylor’s business partners),

adding that “they are the men that has got me in this scrape + they

have Robed me of a great deal + left me in prison,” while in another

letter he complained that “Taylor wants to Lay the Hole Blame of the

Hole Concern on us when he is the Hole Ring Leader of the Hole Af-

fair.” Brown’s letters reflect a measure of desperation, even paranoia, in-

dicating that many of his former confederates in the counterfeiting fra-

ternity had deserted him, possibly at Taylor’s behest. “If you [know]

anything, you [know] that Taylor is Guilty and the damnest Raskell in

the world,” he wrote one associate who later betrayed him. “All the
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Gold that Taylor has will have no affect on you.” Little wonder he

would write “I am suspicious of everyone and [every] thing.”30

It is difficult to know what part Taylor did play. Perhaps his only

crime was his refusal to assist James and Daniel Brown in their hour of

need. That seems unlikely, given Taylor’s reputation as “a notorious

counterfeiter where ever he is known particularly in the Canadas and

state of New York,” as one witness put it. Likewise, one of the wit-

nesses summoned in Taylor’s defense admitted upon cross-examination

that Taylor was “probably concerned in the counterfeiting business.”

What then was Taylor’s role? He may have been the capitalist in the

scheme, paying to have plates made and the paper procured. Whatever

his involvement, it is significant that the Second Bank of the United

States, which played a behind-the-scenes role in the case against the

counterfeiters, evidently encouraged prosecutors to focus their efforts

on convicting Taylor, not Daniel or James Brown.31

Nevertheless, the brothers were not innocent. In a sworn statement

delivered shortly before his death, Rufus Whitlock identified Daniel

Brown as having purchased a five-dollar counterfeit plate on the Sec-

ond Bank of the United States from a man named “Adams” in Lower

Canada: most likely Nathaniel Adams, the son of engraver Thomas

Adams Lewis. Whitlock also testified that Brown had commissioned

counterfeit fifty- and five-hundred-dollar bills on the national bank,

along with other plates, from none other than the famed engraver

Lyman Parkes. Daniel Brown and one Susan Turner—most likely

Brown’s mistress—then took the plates to Boston, Ohio, where they

struck off “a large amount” of the bills. Intercepted letters written by

Daniel Brown in the fall of 1831 confirm as much. “I have heard that

Parkes was in trubel,” he wrote a wholesaler of counterfeits in New

York City. “Please write me if it is the case, I hope in God it is fals.”32

There was plenty of skulduggery over the winter of 1831–1832, as
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Daniel and James Brown vied with William Taylor for control over the

outcome of the case. According to Jonathan Green, who served as a

messenger for Daniel Brown as he awaited trial, “two or three hundred

witnesses for and against [the Browns] had been summoned, and sev-

eral attorneys employed.” This was an overstatement, but the court rec-

ords and the surviving correspondence of Taylor and both Browns

point to a campaign to corral friends who could testify on their behalf

in court. Events took an unexpected turn on March 15, 1832, when

someone broke into the courthouse and made off with the counter-

feit plates, the notes, as well as the indictments issued in the case. The

clerk of the court accused one of Taylor’s witnesses of mastermind-

ing the robbery, a charge that Green corroborated under oath. Who-

ever was behind the plot, the plates turned up in Natchez the following

month, just in time for Taylor’s second trial (the first one, held in May,

ended in his acquittal after the jury had deadlocked, unable to reach a

verdict).33

The rest of the year was no less dramatic. Taylor stood trial through-

out the summer, and prosecutors hammered away at his credibility,

aided by James Brown, who was now free on reduced bail. Daniel

Brown was not so lucky: he languished in prison, then died in Au-

gust. The circumstances of his death are difficult to reconstruct. In his

less-reliable second memoir, Jonathan Green speculated that Daniel

Brown’s personal physician administered a drug designed to mimic the

effects of a respiratory illness, in the hopes of securing a release from

prison on the grounds of ill health, but “a slow poison was mingled in

his medicine.” Maybe Brown was murdered, but there is little evidence

to suggest this actually happened. More likely he died of consumption

or any of the other illnesses that plagued prisons at this time. Whatever

the case, Taylor stood trial for the last time in December. Once again

the jury acquitted him.34
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In his dramatic account of Taylor’s trial, Jonathan Green painted a

portrait of a vast criminal conspiracy unfolding behind the scenes, one

orchestrated by a mystical and secretive fraternal order whose sphere of

influence spanned the nation. This was an exaggeration, but Daniel

Brown’s letters to his associates, along with other sources from this

period, document sophisticated criminal alliances. Counterfeiters oper-

ated over thousands of miles of territory and maintained ties with po-

tential business partners scattered throughout the country. Even small-

time criminals drew on these clandestine networks. Sile Doty, a minor

counterfeiter, horse thief, and burglar who published a memoir late

in life, recalled “adding many names to my lists of acquaintances” as

he moved across the country, forging alliances and tapping loosely

affiliated bands of counterfeiters, horse thieves, burglars, and other

“branches of the profession,” as he referred to the different occupations

within the criminal economy. By the 1830s, counterfeiters like James

Brown, Daniel Brown, and William Taylor could enlist associates

throughout the country to turn their dreams into realities. “Often have

I been told by the wife of one of them,” wrote Green of the Browns,

that “they could call to their assistance, if necessary, a thousand men.”

An overstatement, perhaps, but one that hinted at a deeper, disturbing

truth: counterfeiters could muster considerable resources when defend-

ing themselves against prosecution—or when making life miserable for

one another.35

The New Orleans debacle left Daniel Brown dead and William

Taylor an exile, but James Brown emerged as the premier counterfeiter

in the Middle West. He would become what Sile Doty, when he visited

Brown in the mid-1830s, described as “one of the leading knaves” in

Ohio. “I found him to be a resolute, active man, highly educated in the

art of making bad money.” This was true, but Brown had plenty of

company by this time—not merely from other counterfeiters, but also
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from shady financiers who flourished in the fast and loose times of the

late 1830s, founding bogus banks that printed money with little or

nothing backing it. The line separating a counterfeiter from a banker

would soon seem all but irrelevant. Confidence in the currency, always

a vexed question, would become an even more abiding obsession for

anyone handling money, not only in the Middle West, but in the na-

tion at large.36

Free Banks, Anti-Banks, and Wildcats

James Brown returned home from New Orleans a minor celebrity, and

the villagers of Boston, Ohio, rewarded him in 1834 by electing him the

local justice of the peace. The appointment gave him a measure of con-

trol over legal affairs in the township, though he does not appear to

have been entirely corrupt. His longtime adversary Samuel Lane con-

ceded that Brown discharged his duties as a justice of the peace “with

marked fidelity” even as he continued to control what Lane called,

tongue-in-cheek, the “Cuyahoga Valley Syndicate for fabricating and

expanding the currency.” Lane was to become an important person in

Brown’s life, and while his account of the counterfeiter’s career before

this time contains a handful of inaccuracies, his descriptions from 1835

onward stand up to scrutiny. Lane arrived in Akron that year and came

to know all the principals in the counterfeiting fraternity, as well as the

other players in the drama that would unfold over the following decade

and a half.37

As Brown consolidated his power, a handful of men based in Boston

and the surrounding townships served as his lieutenants. These in-

cluded individuals like Colonel William Ashley, who resurfaced at

this time in Boston, as well as several tavern keepers in neighbor-

ing townships, including William Latta. Scores of other, lesser figures
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participated in vending, distributing, and passing counterfeit money

throughout Portage County. Though Brown and his associates had

manufactured plenty of counterfeit money in the region’s gullies and

caves in previous years, during the early 1830s this activity increased

dramatically, in large part because of raids on Cogniac Street in 1833,

which crippled a key manufactory in the counterfeit economy. Though

much of the production of counterfeit notes would shift into the poorly

policed cities of the East by the mid-nineteenth century, a number of

rural enclaves scattered throughout the West played an increasingly

important role in manufacturing from the 1830s onward, with Brown’s

operations becoming one of the most famous. As Samuel Lane later

wrote, Brown acted as the “chief of the Bureau of Bogus Banking, in

the West, if not of America.”38

Lane’s facetious equation of counterfeiting with banking was rooted

in the decade’s financial upheavals. In the wake of the destruction of

the Second Bank of the United States, the number of state-chartered

banks soared in the 1830s. Some 379 banks issued paper money in 1832,

the year Andrew Jackson issued his famous veto. That number jumped

to 439 the next year, 489 the year after, and 569 in 1836—and leaped still

further to 661 in 1837 and 691 in 1838. The financial panic put more than

a few out of business, but the number of banks in operation continued

climbing, however modestly, reaching a peak of 711 in 1840 before be-

ginning a decade-long slide. This rash of bank chartering—and the ex-

plosion in the amount of money in circulation—has been blamed on a

number of factors. Certainly, the disappearance of the Bank of the

United States lifted constraints on bank credit, especially in the West,

where a mania for land speculation gave rise to many banks. Just as im-

portant, however, was the passage of so-called free banking laws in sev-

eral states in the late 1830s that made it possible to establish banks

without a special act of incorporation from the legislature.39

Whatever the reason for the explosion in the number of bankers,
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many of them had more in common with counterfeiters than with

reputable financial institutions. Some of the worst banking abuses oc-

curred in Ohio. Take, for example, the Stark County Orphans Insti-

tute, located just over the border from Portage County. While ostensi-

bly a philanthropic organization, it illegally claimed the right to issue

bank notes after obtaining a state charter in 1837. Another group of

financiers—most likely counterfeiters—established the Orphan Insti-

tute’s Bank, a competing, fictitious financial institution whose notes

were meant to be confused with the “genuine” notes of the Orphans

Institute. Neither bank redeemed its notes. Nor did other societies, li-

braries, and organizations that issued money without sanction from the

state. More infamous still was the Kirtland Safety Society Bank, the

brainchild of the Mormon leader Joseph Smith, who in 1831 founded a

settlement for his band of persecuted followers in Kirtland, Ohio. In-

spired by a revelation that his bank would “swallow up other banks,”

Smith dispatched a church elder to obtain bank note plates and notes

in Philadelphia, while another went to the state legislature to obtain

a charter. When the legislature rejected the request, Smith attempted

to circumvent the law by establishing an “anti-bank-ing” society that

would, paradoxically, issue bank notes. In keeping with this charade,

Smith ordered that the existing notes be overstamped with the words

“Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Bank-ing Company.” The capital of the

bank—or antibank, depending on one’s point of view—rested on over-

valued local real estate, which collapsed in worth during the panic of

1837, and the progenitors of the Kirtland swiftly sank to the level of

counterfeiters in the public’s estimation. In late 1837, Samuel Lane

wrote in the local newspaper that “if a gentleman is engaged in passing

counterfeit money, and comes across a man who has a lot of ‘Kirtland

Safety Society’ [notes] on hand with which he is trying to gull the peo-

ple, he has found a ‘kindred spirit.’ ”40

While experiments like the Kirtland Bank attracted the greatest ire,
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plenty of other banks in Ohio followed the same rags-to-riches-to-rags

trajectory. In 1839, for example, a group of financiers claiming to be

from Buffalo arrived in the town of Gallipolis and chartered a bank

whose notes self-consciously invited confidence in the currency and the

economic opportunities it would underwrite. Look at the messages of

this money: strongboxes and cornucopias overflowing with coins, ca-

nals and rivers pulsing with commerce. These scenes radiated a bound-

less optimism in the commercial possibilities of the era. So too did the

appearance of Hermes, the ancient god of commerce. Yet Hermes was

also the patron deity of tricksters and thieves—an appropriate choice,

given that the managers of the bank printed a million dollars’ worth of

notes above and beyond what their charter permitted, and then circu-

lated it as far away as possible from the bank, never intending to re-

deem it. The Bank of Gallipolis collapsed two years later, as did the

majority of banks founded in Ohio at this time, even if they did not

stoop to outright fraud. Many simply found themselves unable to re-

deem their more modest emissions of notes, and after suspending spe-

cie payments, most of these banks failed.41

Banking in other states in the Middle West suffered from compara-

ble rates of failure and fraud. Michigan, which James Brown counted as

part of his territory, was the scene of some of the worst swindles, not

only in the region, but in the entire country. It passed one of the na-

tion’s first free banking laws in 1837, permitting anyone to start a bank

who deposited personal bonds and mortgages as collateral for the bills

issued. Prior to the law’s ratification, a mere fourteen banks did busi-

ness in the state. Over the following three years, some sixty-seven

banks obtained charters under the new terms, though several of them

never opened their doors. The hard times of the late 1830s left few of

these banks standing, and by 1842, only three remained (a handful of

those that failed eventually reopened their doors under new manage-
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ment in the 1840s). The problem in Michigan was that the bonds

meant to back the notes rested on overvalued real estate and promis-

sory notes, not “real money” like gold or silver coin, and when the panic

destroyed the underpinnings of the economic boom, the notes issued

by these banks became nearly worthless.42

The collapse of the banking system throughout the Middle West

led critics to dub the failures “wildcat banks.” The etymology of the

term is obscure. One explanation holds that they earned the name be-

cause many shaky banks opened their doors in obscure, out-of-the-way

places where wildcats and other frontier fauna outnumbered people.

Whatever the origin, wildcat banking became part of the vernacular

around this time, and people used it to describe any bank that did not

have anywhere near enough specie on hand to redeem its outstanding

notes. As the economic depression intensified after 1837, “wildcat bank-

ing” entered the vernacular, as did tall tales of shady banks founded in

swamps, forests, and other remote places in order to frustrate attempts

to redeem their bills. While these practices were hardly the norm in the

rest of the country, wildcat banking became part of the national lan-

guage, a way of talking about banking, whether fraudulent or not. In-

deed, even a reputable bank might be labeled a wildcat if it suspended

specie payments or went into receivership. Confidence in the currency,

which rested on an already fragile foundation, now disappeared in a

financial maelstrom of unprecedented intensity.43

It was against this backdrop that counterfeiters like James Brown

worked in the late 1830s, and as the reputation of reputable bankers

plummeted, it was inevitable that counterfeiters would rise in the pub-

lic’s estimation. Indeed, many counterfeiters in Ohio and elsewhere be-

gan to emulate bankers in the way they did business. In the summer of

1837, local officials arrested Colonel Ashley in Boston, Ohio, and found

some $10,000 worth of signed bills on the Mechanic’s Bank of To-
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ronto, along with many more blank bills on the same institution. The

notes were not, technically, counterfeit. “There is no such bank in exis-

tence,” wrote one newspaper of the arrest. “But it appears there had

been such a bank petitioned for, and supposing the charter would be

granted, plates had been procured.” When the bank failed to obtain a

charter, Ashley “either bought or stole the plates for the purpose of go-

ing into the Banking business himself.” Ashley planned to take the

charade even further by contacting the publisher of Bicknell’s Reporter

and Counterfeit Detector and requesting that the bank be listed in its

pages as a genuine operation.44

This was but one of several banks that Brown launched around this

time. In September 1837, bills of a new bank circulated: the Exporting,

Mining, and Manufacturing Company’s Bank of Illinois. As with the

Bank of Gallipolis, the note depicted Hermes, apparently in his trick-

ster guise: the bank was a figment of Brown’s imagination. He likely

obtained the plates under false pretenses from unsuspecting engravers,

just as he did the following year, when he visited the engraving firm of

Gurley & Burton in New York City, claiming to represent the newly

chartered Farmers and Mechanics Bank of Wisconsin. No such bank

existed, of course, but this did not stop the firm from complying with

Brown’s request. After engraving the plates and printing $180,000

worth of notes, the firm asked Brown whether he wanted to deposit the

plates for safekeeping in the vaults of the nearby Union Bank. While

the details of this conversation have been lost, Gurley and Burton ap-

parently mentioned to Brown that one of their other clients, the Bank

of Kentucky, had taken this precaution. Brown declined the offer, tak-

ing the plates with him when he left the city. He printed additional

bills when he returned to Ohio, and put them into circulation. Brown

had become a banker, comparable to other fraudulent financiers oper-

ating at this time.45
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But it was a scheme uncovered the following year that best high-

lighted the blurring of boundaries between banking and counterfeiting.

In the wake of his visit to New York, Brown launched a more audacious

scheme using the information the engravers had told him. In the first

week of January 1838, the Union Bank in New York City received a let-

ter from the Bank of Kentucky requesting that the Kentucky bank’s

plates be forwarded to Gurley & Burton, whom the writer had re-

quested to print five hundred impressions of each denomination (with

the exception of the $5, $50, and $100 notes). Brown was the one who

had composed the letter; the Bank of Kentucky knew nothing of the

request. Nonetheless, the officers at the Union Bank accepted the letter

as genuine and forwarded it to Gurley & Burton, who dutifully printed

$300,000 worth of the genuine—or were they counterfeit?—notes.

The plot was disrupted at the last minute when the engravers became

suspicious of the man whom Brown had appointed to pick up the

notes. Brown’s lawyers managed to frustrate attempts to prosecute their

client, fending off the charges until 1850, when the city’s district attor-

ney dropped the charges.46

These various enterprises attracted the attention of the more law-

abiding citizens of the Cuyahoga River Valley, who launched a con-

certed effort to root out Brown and his confederates. Samuel Lane led

this campaign from his perch in Akron. In the fall of 1837, he founded

the Buzzard, a small-sheet paper edited under Jedidiah Brownbread Jr.,

his nom de plume. Lane composed much of the paper in a dialect mod-

eled after the writings of Seba Smith, who wrote under the pseudonym

Major Jack Downing. Like Smith’s literary persona, Lane feigned ig-

norance as an artless, half-literate Yankee. In his inaugural issue, Lane

explained that the Buzzard would “remove all the filth an carin [car-

rion] an so forth from the Streets,” by which he meant the “monstrous

site of Blacklegs, Kounterfitters an vagabonds of evry deskription
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prowlin about this section.” Lane complained that “most evry day ether

a Kounterfitter, a pickpockit, a horse thief—all brothers—or a renegade

of sum deskription is taken up an tried,” but almost never convicted.

He promised to enforce the law, even if it meant resorting to extralegal

means: a handbill he printed the same week depicted two men hanging

from nooses tied to a tree above the words “As Did Vicksburg, so Let

Akron Exterminate the Gamblers, To The Tune of Hanging On a

Limb,” a not-so-subtle reference to the lynching of five gamblers by

Mississippi vigilantes two years earlier.47

The offensive sparked swift retaliation by Brown and other members

of his gang. Not long afterward, Lane narrowly escaped a “drubbing”

by one of Brown’s associates. By this time Lane and his allies, who in-

cluded the local prosecutor, Lucius Bierce, and Ithiel Mills, a deputy

U.S. marshall, had managed to amass enough evidence to have Brown

arrested in connection with the Bank of Kentucky fraud, and in Febru-

ary 1838, the grand jury issued an indictment against Colonel Ashley

for “making the notes of a Bank which never did exist,” a reference to

the previous year’s escapades. In revenge, a gang mobbed the bespecta-

cled editor on the streets of Akron. Friends rescued Lane, but shortly

afterward, another “black leg” accosted him on the street and beat him.

Lane took to carrying a pistol in Akron, and tensions escalated as the

rowdier inhabitants of the rough-and-tumble canal town attempted to

disrupt the prosecutions, which enjoyed the support of a growing num-

ber of middle-class citizens in Akron. Lane received numerous death

threats, and someone—possibly Brown—promised a thousand dollars

to anyone who would burn down Lane’s editorial offices.48

Nonetheless, Lane and his allies continued their efforts, and by the

end of February 1838, Ithiel Mills had arrested twenty-six counterfeiters

and seized some $662,000 worth of counterfeit notes, along with three

printing presses and numerous plates. Brown managed to fend off an
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indictment in connection with the Bank of Kentucky: the witnesses

from New York City never showed up to testify against him, probably

after receiving threats or bribes. But then Brown’s luck ran out: magis-

trates in a neighboring county arrested his son. Daniel Brown Jr. was

carrying counterfeit money and the private correspondence of what one

newspaper called “a league of villains which have for sometime infested

the West.” These letters revealed that the gang, which had contacts as

far away as Florida, owned boats that delivered counterfeits throughout

the West. Its members operated with considerable sophistication, go-

ing so far as to convene an annual meeting in St. Louis. William Latta,

who had fled Ohio after forfeiting bail several years before, surfaced in

the letters as the head of the “principal bank of the company” in Indi-

ana, indicating that the manufacture of some counterfeits had been

moved to more hospitable locales. The grand jury declined to indict

Brown, despite the evidence and despite Brown’s bad behavior in jail,

where he had managed to break free of his leg irons on three occa-

sions.49

Though Daniel Brown Jr. escaped prosecution, Colonel Ashley was

not so lucky: he stood trial and was found guilty of what Samuel Lane

called “tinkering with the currency,” despite efforts to intercede by James

Brown. The court sentenced Ashley to seven years in prison, which

turned out to be a death sentence: Ashley had tuberculosis, and died

days after his arrival. Brown suffered additional setbacks that spring af-

ter Bierce, Mills, and their counterparts in two neighboring counties

captured eighteen more counterfeiters engaged in manufacturing coin.

In typical fashion, Lane adopted an arch tone in describing the arrests.

“Another Bogus Bank,” he reported, “has been discovered and eighteen

of the officers, directors, stockholders, &c. have been arrested.” In a

veiled allusion to the current crisis, Lane ventured that “not an institu-

tion in the United States . . . has greater facilities for redeeming their
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bills . . . But the removal of the deposites will undoubtedly [affect] the

credit of the concern.” As he did on many occasions, Lane character-

ized the counterfeiters as “a gang of hard currency gentlemen,” or as “ex-

perimenters on [the] currency.”50

This sort of rhetoric would have had political resonance for Lane’s

contemporary readers. After Andrew Jackson issued the Specie Circu-

lar in 1836 requiring that land purchased from the federal government

be paid for in gold or silver, coins disappeared from circulation. As

mentioned previously, panic swept the country the following year, and

much of the coin vanished overseas in payment of outstanding bal-

ances; plenty more ended up in private hoards or in banks, which sus-

pended specie payments at the same time to protect their dwindling

stocks of gold and silver. Retail transactions became next to impossi-

ble, because merchants could no longer make change. In response,

many ferry companies, municipalities, and even grocery store owners

and tavern keepers issued “shinplasters”—paper money in fractions of a

dollar. They did so without any permission from the state, and with no

intention of redeeming their notes in specie. As the condition of the

currency deteriorated still further, entrepreneurs began minting cheap

copper coins to meet the demand for small change, many of which car-

ried political messages. These “Hard Times Tokens,” as they came to

be known, mocked the Jacksonians’ hard-currency “experiments,” par-

ticularly the war on the Bank of the United States and the removal of

the federal deposits. Thomas Hart Benton’s obsession with gold and

silver was satirized by these tokens, as was Martin Van Buren’s proposal

for an independent treasury that would conduct the government’s busi-

ness exclusively in specie. The messages of these coins—like the larger

political rhetoric they echoed—surfaced in accounts of the counterfeit-

ers arrested in Ohio.51

While self-appointed regulators of the currency like Samuel Lane
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launched attacks on the counterfeiters, not everyone appreciated his

honesty. James Brown and his associates supplied what many de-

manded: a circulating medium to ease the hard times. Lane said as

much when he sarcastically described the counterfeiters as “philan-

thropic gentlemen” who were doing so much “to soften the hard times,

and alleviate the distresses of his fellow beings, by making money

plenty.” Though Lane had contempt for the counterfeiters, as well as

for their close cousins, the printers of shinplasters and issuers of copper

tokens, these attempts at private money creation represented a com-

mon response to the need for a circulating medium. That need was

powerful enough when times were good, but it took on new urgency in

the late 1830s. As one local historian later wrote, “Some of the most in-

fluential citizens of the township were induced to engage in the unlaw-

ful business, and it is even stated that a certain aspect of respectability

was conceded to this occupation.” That may help explain why it proved

so difficult for prosecutors to secure a conviction against the counter-

feiters: some men who served on juries, even if they did not belong to

Brown’s gang, viewed him in a more generous light than did Lane and

his fellow reformers.52

Brown could still marshal considerable resources to defend himself,
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even without the subtle support he enjoyed from the community. For

example, in June 1838, another one of Brown’s gang, Willard Stevens,

was arrested for dealing in counterfeit money. He turned state’s evi-

dence, promising to testify against his patron in exchange for immu-

nity. When the day of the trial arrived in September, however, Stevens

failed to appear. Deprived of their star witness, prosecutors turned to

some of Stevens’s associates, but as Lane would later recall, “the memo-

ries of those who were to corroborate him had mysteriously failed.” As

for Stevens, rumors circulated that he had been murdered—although

several years later he surfaced in Georgia, and eventually he returned to

Ohio. Why he refused to testify was anyone’s guess, though he may

have been persuaded to leave in much the same way that Brown had

persuaded another “turncoat,” Jonathan DeCoursey. Arrested in the

spring raid on the “hard money men,” DeCoursey was a tavern keeper

and one of Brown’s trusted lieutenants. Brown’s allies apparently took

DeCoursey aside, gave him $600 in genuine money, a gold watch, a

promise of indemnity for his bail, a promissory note for $200, and an-
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Times” tokens sent a political message while relieving the currency shortage.

Reproduced from the originals held by the Department of Special Collections of the

University Libraries of Notre Dame.
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other $400 for his wife, and then told him to “absquatulate” to Texas.

He left in the company of one of Brown’s “trusted henchmen.” All of

these efforts were to no avail: he was captured and returned to court to

testify against Brown.53

Brown’s own trial came first in March 1839, and despite the strenu-

ous efforts of his lawyers, the jury actually convicted him. This was

a minor inconvenience: Lucy Brown’s brother, the lawyer William Mather,

rode a relay of horses to a sympathetic member of the Ohio Supreme

Court, obtained a writ of error and a stay of the proceedings, and then

rode back, overtaking the stage that was carrying Brown to the state

prison. That summer, Brown’s lawyers managed to overturn the convic-

tion and secure a new trial. Brown dutifully appeared in court the fol-

lowing month, but the state’s key witness, Jonathan DeCoursey, did

not, having been “persuaded” yet again to leave the state by members

of Brown’s gang. The case limped along for another year, but when

DeCoursey failed to appear, the prosecutor abandoned the case. Wil-

liam Latta, whom Ithiel Mills had captured in Indiana, stood trial in

September, but Brown declined to answer questions under oath on the

grounds that he would incriminate himself, and the case fell apart. Latta

disappeared, returning to northern Indiana to continue counterfeiting.54

The collapse of the case put an end to the efforts of Lane and other

reformers in the river valley. Lane, who married a local woman late in

1838, stopped publishing the Buzzard “owing to fears of personal vio-

lence to myself naturally indulged in by my young wife.” He may have

grown tired as well of waging war on Brown, who continued to enjoy

the tacit support of many people in the area. Indeed, Brown hardly

kept a low profile: he sold his farm and moved his family to Akron at

this time, purchasing a house a few blocks from Lane’s former editorial

offices. An uneasy truce settled over Akron, even though Brown was
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implicated in counterfeiting schemes as far away as New York City. In

1842 or 1843, Brown moved his family back to the valley, purchasing a

stately Greek Revival home that sat on a commanding bluff overlook-

ing both the Cuyahoga River and Ohio & Erie Canal. The house was

rumored to be “one of the most splendid in that part of the state, being

superbly furnished with costly side boards, sofas, couches, divans, otto-

mans, mirrors, and other ornamental articles.” Though Brown proba-

bly purchased the house, his son Daniel owned the title to it, along

with three hundred acres of choice farmland in the valley below. Trans-

ferring the title protected the property from legal entanglements, be-

cause Daniel spent most of his time overseeing counterfeiting opera-

tions in various borderlands in Michigan, Indiana, and points even

farther west. Like his namesake, Brown’s oldest son would demonstrate

a remarkable ability to turn everything he touched into gold, and in the

t h e w e s t e r n b a n k e r s 195

figure 18. James Brown’s house sits today within the boundaries of the

Cuyahoga Valley National Park. Aside from the barely visible remnants of

the canal, the view of the valley below is much the same as it was in the

nineteenth century. Photograph from the author’s collection.
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coming years, his feats of financial legerdemain would earn him a repu-

tation that stretched from coast to coast.55

Go West, Young Man

The village of Genoa, Illinois, occupies a choice area of prairie about

sixty miles northwest of Chicago. The first settlers arrived in 1836 and

1837, drawn by the cheap land and the numerous groves of trees that

dotted the township. Among the newcomers was a tall, pale man with

dark, deep-set eyes, who as one local historian would later write, en-

joyed a “reputation of being a man of wealth, and began to talk about

building flouring mills, starting stores, and otherwise contributing to

the growth and enlargement of the business of the place.” The man

purchased land from another settler, planted a row of maple trees in the

village, got involved in local politics, and otherwise adopted an air of

respectability. His name was Ebenezer Gleason, and like many other

veterans of Cogniac Street who moved to the Middle West at this

time, he also established a criminal outpost on the frontier of the ex-

panding nation—an outpost that built on the clandestine commerce

overseen by James Brown and his allies.56

The frontier beckoned to counterfeiters like Gleason for many rea-

sons. By the late 1830s, Cogniac Street’s importance was on the wane.

Local authorities harassed the counterfeiters in the region, and a few

years later, the ratification of the Webster-Ashburton Treaty, which in-

cluded an extradition agreement, ushered in a new era of cooperation

between the United States and Canada on criminal matters. By con-

trast, law enforcement in the newly settled territories of the Middle

West was generally inchoate, and the town of Genoa, part of Dekalb

County, was no exception. As one resident later wrote, “The lawless

element always seeks the frontier, as they are generally freer from de-
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tection, and are brought to justice with greater difficulty than in older

settlements.” James Brown’s former associate, William Taylor, gave a

dramatic demonstration of this fact when he was captured near Genoa

in 1838 after passing some counterfeit money. The county, which lacked

a jail, kept him under close guard at the house of one of his accusers

for several weeks, then transferred him at considerable expense to a jail

in neighboring Will County. Taylor proceeded to escape from con-

finement, but the jailor still billed Dekalb County for his services. The

expense of this single embarrassment drained Dekalb’s coffers. “After

this dear experience in the capture of criminals,” wrote one resident, “it

became the policy to overlook all crimes that were not too public and

heinous, and when an offence had been committed that could not be

overlooked, the County officers sometimes contrived that a hint should

be given to the offender that he would probably be arrested, and that

it would be expedient for him to leave . . . before that event should

occur.”57

Gleason benefited from this hands-off approach to law enforcement.

On multiple occasions he escaped arrest, or managed to tamper with

witnesses and avoid prosecution. Despite his reputation as a principal

player in the counterfeit economy, Gleason’s neighbors left him alone,

and he acquired a store, a saw mill, and a farm. He also married a local

woman, Lydia Strong, and otherwise played the part of a good citizen,

all the while controlling much of the counterfeit economy in Illinois.

Gleason’s career came to an abrupt end in 1848. As one local historian

would later write, “He escaped the punishment of his crime against

the law to meet a more terrible fate.” A traveling doctor who boarded

with Gleason’s family—and who developed a romantic attachment to

Strong—allegedly fed the counterfeiter a bowl of porridge laced with

poison; Gleason died “in convulsions and delirium.” Suspicion fell on

the doctor and Strong, but the evidence was inconclusive, and the pair
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escaped punishment. Strong married the doctor after the trial, but he,

too, would soon die “under circumstances that led to the suspicion that

he had been poisoned.”58

After Gleason’s death, associates from Cogniac Street took his place.

William Crane moved to neighboring Lake County, Illinois, sometime

in the 1840s, as did Gleason’s nephew, Valentine Gleason, a young man

in his twenties who served as Crane’s apprentice at this time; John

Craig visited the area, too. The business transactions of these men re-

main obscure, though they occasionally came into focus, most famously

when counterfeits on an unchartered but otherwise reputable bank—

the Wisconsin Marine and Fire Insurance Company—began surfacing

in Illinois. The officers of the bank deputized a young cooper named

Allan Pinkerton to root out the gang. In the course of his campaign,

which launched his career as a private investigator, Pinkerton ingrati-

ated himself with Craig, who bragged about doing “a good deal of busi-

ness” with William Crane. Pinkerton managed to capture Craig, only

to have the aging counterfeiter escape once again. While the subse-

quent movements of veteran counterfeiters like Craig and Crane are

next to impossible to reconstruct, they likely established alliances with

the many horse thieves, gamblers, and “land pirates” who operated

in equally hospitable locales scattered throughout the Middle West.

Many of these other newcomers had come from Ohio, and as one

exposé claimed in the 1850s, “probably received their first lessons of in-

struction from the notorious Jim Brown.”59

The counterfeiters who settled in the states of Michigan, Indiana,

and Illinois, and eventually Iowa and Missouri, often congregated along

geographical and political fault lines. For example, William Latta and

another of Brown’s associates settled in the township of Orange in No-

ble County, Indiana, just over the border from Lagrange County and a

few hours’ ride from the border with Michigan. Another cluster of
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counterfeiters put down roots on a small island in the middle of Beaver

Lake, a vast tract of water and marshland in Indiana a half mile from

the border with Illinois. The hideout, which earned the nickname “Bo-

gus Island,” could only be approached on one side, and there only via a

crude road of submerged logs. Its denizens manufactured counterfeit

coin and trafficked in stolen horses. As with Latta’s neighbors in Noble

County, the counterfeiters “had their sympathizers everywhere among

the early settlers,” as one local chronicler later wrote, and “the theory

seemed to exist that so long as the evil was not directed against the

home community, it was a venial crime.” This scenario would happen

again and again: small enclaves of counterfeiters set up shop in the in-

terstices of the nation’s newest territories, while surrounding communi-

ties turned a blind eye.60

This tolerance does not seem to have extended beyond the Middle

West. Though counterfeiters thrived in Kentucky and Missouri, few

counterfeiters operated in Arkansas, Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama,

or Georgia, even if distributors of bogus notes and coins peddled their

wares in these newly settled states. The reluctance of counterfeiters to

site themselves in the slave states probably had something to do with

the history of vigilante violence directed at “land pirates,” gamblers,

and other outsiders in the 1830s. It may also reflect the far greater re-

sources dedicated to maintaining social control in the region. Local mi-

litias, slave patrols, and a well-developed urban police force in cities

like New Orleans made much of the slaveholding South an inhospita-

ble place for counterfeiters. Add to that local authorities’ consider-

able experience in tracking down fugitive slaves, and it was not surpris-

ing that most counterfeiters would head farther up the Mississippi

River, where there was a greater acceptance of infringements on state

authority.61

While many “mints” and “banks” operated with little interference
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from outsiders in the Middle West, there were a handful of exceptions.

Counterfeiters associated with the Mormon settlement at Nauvoo,

Illinois, for example, attracted condemnation from their neighbors in

the 1840s. The Mormons, who had established an autonomous state-

within-a-state at Nauvoo, probably tolerated counterfeiters living in

their midst, and may well have had a hand in manufacturing bogus

coin themselves. The attraction to counterfeiters of highly autonomous

Nauvoo was understandable; moreover, the Mormons had been ac-

cused of counterfeiting in the past, as well as other experiments that

bordered on counterfeiting, including the Kirtland Bank debacle. The

U.S. District Court eventually indicted a number of church elders for

counterfeiting coin, although the Mormons left for Utah before any ar-

rests could be made.62

For the most part, though, coiners operated with impunity. That so

many people tolerated their illicit activities was a testament to the

shortage of currency throughout the Middle West. After the banking

collapses of the late 1830s, most states in the region refused to charter

banks, or chartered very few of them. Iowa, which had a single, corrupt

territorial bank prior to its admission as a state in 1846, prohibited indi-

viduals and corporations from issuing “paper to circulate as money.”

Missouri, Indiana, and Illinois had similar prohibitions. Though each

chartered a single “state bank” that put notes into circulation, demand

for money inevitably outstripped the supply. Michigan, where most

banks collapsed by the early 1840s, refused to charter another bank un-

til 1849. Ohio kept a tight leash on new banks, and restricted their size

and the quantity of notes they could circulate. The limits set on bank-

ing, combined with a regional imbalance of trade, which sent coins and

notes flowing to the eastern states, left the Middle West struggling to

conduct business. In light of the shortage, it was not surprising that

coiners flourished. They performed a public service, and as one frus-
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trated federal marshal in Ohio observed, “among them may be found

men of property and good standing in their neighborhoods.”63

James Brown and his family may or may not have fallen into that

“good standing” category. Still, what little evidence exists suggests that

he moved heavily into counterfeiting coin at this time, probably with

the assistance of more reputable partners throughout the state. So,

too, did his son, Daniel, whom Samuel Lane, with his usual gift for

metaphor, described as “promoting the ‘resumption of specie payments’

by the production of bogus coin of such an excellent quality as to

almost defy detection.” Though Dan owned the family mansion over-

looking the Cuyahoga River, and married a cousin who lived nearby,

he spent most of his time in the Black Swamp, an impenetrable marsh-

land that stretched across fifteen hundred square miles of northwestern

Ohio and northeastern Indiana. It was an ideal place for manufactur-

ing counterfeit coin: swarms of mosquitoes attacked anyone who ven-

tured into its depths, and few travelers strayed off the single road, often

flooded, that traversed the swamp. Brown apparently spent much of

his time here or in the adjoining counties of Michigan and Indiana,

though some of his operations may have been underwritten or directed

by his father.64

Dan Brown showed a remarkable ability to outpace law enforcement

officials. In 1842, counterfeit coin flooded southern Michigan, attract-

ing the attention of George Bates, the federal prosecutor for the state.

After some detective work, Bates intercepted a press used for cutting,

stamping, and milling coin that was being shipped to “Dan West,” an

alias used by Brown. Bates and a federal marshal plotted to arrest

Brown in Cleveland, but the press disappeared in transit, along with

Brown. Bates eventually secured the conviction of several of the coun-

terfeiter’s lesser accomplices in southern Michigan, but Brown contin-

ued to evade capture. Finally, Bates traced the counterfeiter to St.
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Louis. According to Samuel Lane, Bates arrived at the hotel where

“Dan West” had put up for the night. Bates, who had never seen his

quarry in person, made the mistake of inquiring at the front desk if the

clerk would fetch West. The “clerk” was none other than Brown him-

self, and “coolly and politely saying to the newcomers that he would

call Mr. West, Mr. Brown passed out through the kitchen, and a few

minutes later was on board a Mississippi steamer.” Lane, who wrote

this account many years later, may have relied a little too heavily on

secondhand reports of this particular episode. Still, whether true or not,

tales of Brown’s escape burnished the young counterfeiter’s reputation

as a trickster extraordinaire. Like his father, he proved remarkably ca-

pable of outwitting his pursuers.65

Nonetheless, everyone’s luck runs out at some point. In 1846, one of

James Brown’s former confederates, John Bellows, confessed to obtain-

ing counterfeit coin from Brown. Bellows, whom two federal judges

described as a “young man of respectable connection” who had other-

wise “retained an excellent character until he was seduced by Brown,”

proved to be the master counterfeiter’s undoing. Using information

obtained by Bellows, the deputy U.S. marshal Ithiel Mills searched

Brown’s house, finding parts of a copper plate press, batteries used for

electroplating counterfeit coin, blank bank note paper, and letters link-

ing Brown to counterfeiting schemes. A federal grand jury issued in-

dictments, and Brown stood trial in Columbus that summer. According

to Lane, Brown went to the trial with foreboding, telling confederates

that while he could “worry out a county,” he feared that the federal

government “would prove too much for him.” His premonition proved

correct: the jury deliberated for only two hours before handing down a

guilty verdict, and the judge sentenced him to ten years in prison.

Brown’s lawyers did their best to overturn the conviction, but to no

avail. His confederates took their revenge on Bellows and his family,
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burning their barns to the ground, but this could not forestall the inevi-

table trip to the state penitentiary in Columbus.66

Brown arrived at the prison gates on August 10, and received a new

name: No. 1654. He was forty-eight years old that summer, and as the

warden interviewed the newcomer, he jotted down the rudiments of

Brown’s biography, lingering especially on the counterfeiter’s appear-

ance, describing him as “Well made” and possessing a “Gentlemanly

appearance.” The prison chaplain, who briefed Brown on the day of his

arrival, likewise described him as “a man of splendid talents [who]

would be capable of filling almost any office.” Brown, the chaplain

concluded, was no ordinary convict: “He has been a good neighbor,

kind and benevolent to all around him—has lived in good style, and

his family connections are generally possessed of respectability.” Never-

theless, Brown’s standing did not exempt him from exchanging his

clothes for the striped garb that all inmates wore, a change of appear-

ance that left Brown disconsolate. “I have never seen a man appar-

ently so mortified at the idea of his imprisonment,” the chaplain wrote.

Still, when Samuel Lane visited Brown a few months later, he found

the counterfeiter had been promoted to a “file leader” of a leading pla-

toon of prisoners, marching them in lockstep to and from their duties.

In time, the warden promoted him to run the prison hospital.67

As James Brown adjusted to his new life, Dan Brown remained a fu-

gitive in the Black Swamp. After George Bates stepped down as a fed-

eral prosecutor, Dan Brown sent word he wished to retain his one-

time adversary as his attorney in order to face the outstanding charges

against him. Emissaries went back and forth between Brown and

Bates, and after considerable negotiation, Bates met Brown in a dilapi-

dated stagehouse on the outskirts of the swamp in 1847 or 1848. Bates’s

account, which he published several decades later, may well be embroi-

dered, but its portrayal of the dapper counterfeiter was corroborated by
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other accounts. “Brown received me with the grace of a prince,” wrote

Bates. “He made a pitcher of punch and offered it to me, but I declined

to drink until he first did so, to which he replied with elegant grace;

‘Bates, gentlemen of our profession never drink. It won’t do.’ ” Bates

drank alone that day, sipping punch from a silver goblet served on a sil-

ver tray. Having amassed much of the evidence against Brown, Bates

was well placed to give advice on whether he should risk a trial. After

hearing the evidence, Brown declined, and the two men parted, but not

before the counterfeiter treated his guest to a concert. Taking out an

ivory flute, he played a popular bit of music, “The Last Rose of Sum-

mer,” a performance that Bates conceded was done with “exquisite

taste.”68

The year 1849 began with stunning news: gold had been discovered

in California, launching a mad rush for the west coast. Dan Brown was

apparently in Missouri by this time, having abandoned his hideout in

the Black Swamp. Surviving court records from St. Louis suggest that

at this time he may have traded in “Dan West” for a new, more elegant

alias: Timothy Lacey. He was under indictment for counterfeiting in

Missouri when he heard the news of the gold discoveries, and that

spring headed across the plains for California. He did not pan for gold

when he arrived, as almost every other newcomer did, but settled on a

ranch and sold provisions out of a store. Some of his former neighbors

arrived in California around the same time, including Samuel Lane

and Lucy Brown’s brother, William Mather, who crossed paths with

one another late in the summer of 1849. Mather told Lane that he had

seen Dan Brown and that when he had inquired as to what Brown was

doing in the gold fields, the counterfeiter had laughed and said “O, I’ve

been speculating a little.”69

This was an understatement. Not long after he arrived in California,

Dan Brown recognized that the gold rush presented an unprecedented
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opportunity to make money in both a literal and figurative sense. The

usual problems that plagued the nation’s economy underwent a surreal

reversal in California. There was a shortage of paper currency, but a

surfeit of raw gold that circulated as currency. While “real” in a way

that paper money never was, unprocessed gold was an inconvenient

medium of exchange, especially for miners heading back home. Dan

Brown recognized that what the miners wanted—indeed, what they

needed—was paper money, and he swiftly commissioned counterfeit

fifty and hundred dollar bills on the State Bank of Missouri, an institu-

tion with an unquestioned reputation.70

As Dan Brown’s plot unfolded, his father’s fortunes took a turn

for the better. In June 1849, a cholera epidemic broke out within the

penitentiary walls at Columbus, and James Brown, whom fate had

put in charge of the prison hospital, found himself at the center of a

catastrophe. Brown was well suited to the challenge. According to

Samuel Lane, the counterfeiter remained “cool-headed and calm,” and

assumed control of the efforts to nurse the hundreds of inmates who

fell ill. Many died; prison officials believed that many more had been

spared because of Brown’s intervention. After the epidemic burned it-

self out the following month, the warden and other administrators at

the prison argued that Brown’s heroism should be rewarded, and they

successfully lobbied President Zachary Taylor for a pardon. Brown

walked away from prison a free man not long afterward, on July 22,

1849, promising that he would never return to his former vocation.71

There may have been time for Brown to reform, but it was too late to

save his son. In September 1849, Dan Brown and two accomplices be-

gan putting the notes into circulation. They found an enthusiastic re-

ception among the miners, particularly those from Missouri. As Sam-

uel Lane wrote, “What wonder [was] it then, that, when a gentlemanly

appearing traveling broker appeared among the miners, with bright,
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new and crisp $50 and $100 bills on their favorite home bank,” that the

Missouri emigrants “should eagerly jump at them, even paying a small

premium in gold dust at current rates?” Brown swiftly converted his

entire stash—close to $100,000 worth of counterfeit notes—into gold

dust, a feat of alchemy unmatched by any counterfeiter prior to that

time. In passing so many high-denomination notes in so short a time,

Brown was taking an extraordinary risk, especially given the miners’

fondness for vigilante justice. He apparently factored that into his cal-

culations when he commissioned the counterfeits, which were of very

high quality. Unsuspecting note brokers took in tens of thousands of

dollars of the counterfeits, as did the tellers of the Bank of the State of

Missouri.72

On October 5, 1850, Brown and two accomplices left San Francisco

aboard the steamer New Orleans, bound for Panama. No telegraph con-

nected California with the rest of the country, and so long as the coun-

terfeiters could keep ahead of the miners, who eventually discovered

the fraud, they would be safe. The three men occupied a large state

room, where they set up a gaming table, inviting their fellow passengers

to play cards and gamble. But all was not well. One passenger would

later testify that Brown alias Lacey was “tall, sickly, and very yellow.”

His uncle, who had described Brown to Lane as “in mighty poor

health,” believed that he had consumption, or tuberculosis. Lane would

later speculate that he had scurvy, though this seems improbable.

Whatever the ailment, Brown must have realized that something was

amiss by the time the boat docked in Panama and he crossed the isth-

mus. There he and his partners boarded a steamer bound for New York

City, paying their fare in counterfeit money.73

The trio arrived home the first week of November. The counterfeits

had by this time been discovered, and the police arrested Brown’s ac-

complices in New York City; Brown managed to escape back to Ohio
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with the help of friends. Discovery of the plot in California sparked

outrage, prompting the formation of a vigilante committee that sent

detectives in pursuit of Brown. They would not reach him in time:

Brown spent his final weeks settling his legal affairs, distributing his

wealth, and transferring the title of the farm to his brother, James Jr.,

who never entered the family business. Daniel Brown Jr. died on Janu-

ary 21, 1851, and his parents buried him in the front yard of the house,

very close to the edge of the bluff that overlooked the river below. A

delegation of Californians arrived not long afterward, demanding to

know the whereabouts of Brown. Most gave up after learning he had

died, but one detective remained skeptical and ordered Brown’s casket

disinterred. One look at “the cadaverous remains therein reposing” was

enough to convince this final skeptic, and Brown was buried once

more.74

The death of James and Lucy Brown’s oldest son left the family dev-

astated. James Brown, already described as a “moderate drinker” in

prison records, became a full-blown alcoholic around this time. Ac-

cording to an affidavit that Lucy Brown would file the following year,

James Brown had been a “habitual drunkard for the last three years or

more.” She testified that her husband had driven her from the house in

the fall of 1850, and threatened to hurt her. By the following spring she

gave up, filing for divorce. After the court sided with his wife, Brown

left the house, moved to Cleveland, and continued his counterfeiting

operations from the safety of the city. In 1857, a local resident wrote that

“Jim Brown survives. He may be seen, a gray haired, broken down old

man in the grog shops of Cleveland, where he is revered by the gam-

blers and small rogues of that city.” Even in his inebriated state, Brown

continued to oversee counterfeit operations throughout the Middle

West, though he spent most of his time in cities.75

He was not alone. By the mid-nineteenth century, the business of
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counterfeiting was moving from frontier regions to other places where

the rule of law was tenuous at best: the nation’s burgeoning urban

centers. In western cities like Cincinnati, St. Louis, Louisville, and

Brown’s Cleveland, an urban criminal subculture was emerging. There

was safety in cities: venal police officers, corrupt courts, and overbur-

dened prosecutors helped make counterfeiting profitable enterprises in

these places. But it was in the eastern cities, New York City in particu-

lar, that counterfeiting reached its zenith. There, more than anywhere,

conditions favored the counterfeiters. Not only was the legal system ill-

equipped to stop counterfeiting, but also the city’s ever-growing num-

ber of inhabitants, most of them strangers to one another, made it the

ideal place for passing counterfeit currency. As counterfeiters in New

York City prospered, so too did publishers of so-called counterfeit de-

tectors like the one that Herman Melville described in the closing

pages of The Confidence Man. Indeed, the contest between passers of

counterfeits and detectors of counterfeits was to undermine still further

the nation’s confidence in the legitimacy of its currency.76
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F I V E

Passing
and Detecting

On February 3, 1854, sometime between seven and eight

o’clock in the evening, the door to James Montgom-

ery’s New York City dry goods store opened with a

rush of cold air. As the lamp light flickered, a young woman walked into

the store. In all likelihood she was respectably dressed, despite the shop’s

proximity to the notorious Five Points neighborhood a few blocks away,

and after browsing for a few minutes, she selected items costing fifty-

eight cents, handing a three-dollar note on the Union Bank to the store-

keeper’s wife, who waited behind the counter. She peered at the bill,

then handed it to her husband for closer examination. As the customer

waited, Montgomery laid the bill next to a pamphlet called a counter-

feit detector. He leafed through its pages, turning to the catalog of

known counterfeits on the Union Bank. Finding nothing suspicious, he

accepted the bill. The customer took her change, bade farewell, and left

the shop, disappearing into the night. Only a few minutes later, Mont-

gomery learned from the clerk of an adjoining store that the note was

in fact a counterfeit, and the woman a “passer,” or “shover,” of bogus money.1
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In ordinary, mundane transactions like these, the counterfeit econ-

omy infiltrated the conventional economy. Though the stage on which

these acts of buying and selling took place might vary—a dry goods

shop in the city, a general store on the frontier, a saloon aboard a steam-

boat—the actors and props remained the same: the proprietor strug-

gling to divine the authenticity of money, the shover masquerading as

an honest customer, and the often useless counterfeit detector or bank

note reporter occupying an honored place at the table of exchange. In

this case, the passer, an illiterate Irish immigrant named Mary Condon,

went to prison for the crime. But her case was an exception: passers

of counterfeits almost always escaped detection and prosecution, and

their imitations generally slipped undetected into the wider world.

That they did with such frequency was less a testament to the quality

of the counterfeits than a measure of the shovers’ talent. Adopting

the outward trappings of respectability—expensive garments, jewelry,

refined manners, clean bodies, and clean clothes—shovers like Condon

worked hard to cultivate trust in settings where appearances mattered.

In other words, the success of these fraudulent transactions required

a convincing performance of class identity: that the shover was too

much of a lady—or too much of a gentleman—to knowingly pass a

counterfeit note.

Yet few shovers could count themselves members of genteel society.

The majority came from the ranks of the working class, and while a

few of these artisans of exchange reveled in the risks of passing coun-

terfeits, most plied their trade out of economic necessity. The reasons

varied: some shovers could not find work, while others, particularly

women, were widowed and without sufficient means of support. What-

ever the cause of their poverty or misfortune, however, most shovers

could trace their troubles to the larger capitalist transformations of the

era, which depended on the exploitation of a growing number of poorly
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paid workers. It was in cities like New York that these laborers came

together in the greatest numbers, scraping out an existence from wage

work and casual labor, very much at the mercy of the boom and bust

cycles that convulsed the nineteenth-century capitalist economy. And

it was these same men and women who fed the demand for counter-

feit notes, passing the bogus bills to make ends meet.

The sanitized vision of capitalism that bank notes portrayed could

not conceal an equally disturbing truth: in a nation increasingly com-

posed of strangers and filled with an ever-growing number of banks

and bank notes, it was impossible to assess the value of a note from its

appearance alone. People doing business had to rely on the “look” of

the person presenting it—that is, clues to their class status derived from

the way they moved, talked, and handled the money. But all these em-

blems could be counterfeited, and were no more fixed and certain than

was the amount of gold and silver backing the bills. Such ambiguity

proved intolerable for most people, and by the 1830s, enterprising pub-

lishers began hawking counterfeit detectors like the one that sat on

the counter of James Montgomery’s dry goods store. Printed every

week or month, these publications provided detailed descriptions of all

known counterfeits in circulation. They claimed to offer the only reli-

able line of defense against the growing tide of fraudulent currency, but

as Montgomery’s experience confirmed, they often failed to include the

newest counterfeit bills.

Nor did the counterfeit detectors restore confidence to the currency.

Indeed, the publishers of these guides had little incentive to help in this

regard: demand for detectors thrived in an atmosphere of fear, uncer-

tainty, and rumor, and the more bad bills in circulation, the better their

business. Worse, many of the publications proved far more useful to

counterfeiters than to their subscribers. Engravers of counterfeits used

them to refine and perfect their issues, while shovers often exploited
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the false sense of security they provided in order to pass new varieties of

phony notes. Disreputable financiers—“legal counterfeiters”—likewise

turned the detectors to their own ends, bribing publishers to “puff ”

notes of illegitimate, ill-founded, or shaky banks. In the end, the prolif-

eration of these pamphlets demonstrated just how far the protection of

the currency—originally a prerogative of the federal government—had

fallen, like the money supply itself, into the hands of private entrepre-

neurs. That the detectors offered little protection against the chaos of

the currency did not go unnoticed. As one critic observed, the counter-

feit detector “only announces the extent of the evil; it does not cure it

. . . The fact is, nobody can tell the good from the bad.” Confronted

with crumbling categories, many shopkeepers, merchants, retailers, and

other money handlers abandoned the quest for certainty, substituting

in its place a corrupt pragmatism. Their informal credo—better a well-

crafted imitation on a reputable bank than a genuine issue of a bad

bank—further eroded the divide between the real and the counterfeit.2

The Underworld

The members of what one newspaper jokingly called the “society

for passing cogniac” had multiple motivations for shoving counterfeits.

More than a few belonged to the growing class of vagabonds and con-

fidence men who mingled in marginal spaces of the nation’s burgeon-

ing cities. These wanderers did not conform to the demands of an in-

creasingly commercial society: hard work, discipline, and temperance

were not the virtues they admired. Individuals of this stamp, one sus-

pect recalled, spent their days “sporting [and] playing cards, dice, &

wheel of fortune.” By their own admission, many of these rogues—

men, mostly—chose their profession. Sile Doty, a thief and occasional

passer of counterfeit notes, recalled how he dreaded being caught, for
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fear of spending time in prison “passing the time learning a trade, that

might be useful to my fellow beings,” a prospect he found “not at all

pleasing and entirely out of my line of business.” To Doty and others

like him, shoving offered a way around the work ethic of a middle-

class, commercial society, though they usually resorted to passing coun-

terfeits when other ventures proved less lucrative. Shoving was a way to

make ends meet, not earn a living.3

For others, particularly women, passing notes became a career unto

itself. The most famous of these characters was Honora Shepherd neé

O’Brien, whom we met earlier as the daughter-in-law of Abraham

Shepherd, one of the country’s largest dealers in counterfeit notes. De-

scribed by one chronicler as “the most talented, sagacious, scheming,

and dangerous female counterfeiter in the country,” Shepherd proved

adept at extricating herself from difficult situations. If confronted by a

storekeeper, she would turn on the charm, “smile him out of his resolve,

and eventually he would bow her out of his store, satisfied that she was

too much of a lady to willfully attempt to defraud him.” One contem-

porary described her as a “winning woman” and made much of her

“youthful beauty,” particularly her “dark hair and eyes, and extremely

arching eyebrows,” and recalled that Shepherd had remarkable “powers

of language, and well understands the effects of female tears upon

judge and jury.” Though eventually convicted on a counterfeiting

charge in New York City in 1843, Shepherd’s reputation grew after she

escaped from her holding cell at the notorious “Tombs” by disguising

herself in boys’ clothing. She spent several weeks at large before the

city’s leading officers captured her once again, though “not without a

struggle,” as one newspaper reported. “She is a very powerful woman.”4

The court sentenced Shepherd to eight years and three months in

Mt. Pleasant Prison, better known as Sing Sing. She swiftly attracted

the sympathy of several matrons at the penitentiary, including Eliza
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Farnham, who later became active in feminist and abolitionist circles.

Farnham and her assistant, Georgiana Bruce, thought they saw in

Shepherd the “dawn of a reformation,” and with the help of the Prison

Association managed to secure her a conditional pardon. “They pro-

cured her release,” reported the association, and “encouraged her . . . to

avoid for ever the society in which her early life had been spent.” Bruce

took Shepherd to rural Illinois, where Shepherd found work as a dress-

maker and domestic servant. She did well at first, and Bruce reported

“there is no turning back.” But for some reason, Shepherd drifted back

to New York City and into her old habits. She was caught in 1848 pass-

ing a counterfeit at an apothecary’s shop, and put on trial once more.

Her former supporters published several editorials portraying her “re-

lapse” as “melancholy evidence of the difficulty of carrying on the work

of individual reform in the midst of existing social tendencies.” She

was, mourned one newspaper, a testament to “the force of early habits

and impressions.”5

This assessment may have been true, but many of the individuals

who became full-time passers did so for reasons that cannot adequately

be explained by the “idleness” of men like Sile Doty or the “habits” of

women like Honora Shepherd. These explanations, as compelling as

they might have been to moral reformers, obscured the fact that most

people passed counterfeits because they needed the money to survive.

In New York City, for example, the vast majority of shovers who were

arrested lived in the region of Five Points, the Bowery, or one of the

many working-class neighborhoods that lined the East River. The peo-

ple who flooded into these enclaves lived at the epicenter of a momen-

tous transformation in economic relations, experiencing firsthand the

disintegration of an older system of master craftsmen, journeymen, and

apprentices, and their replacement by petty entrepreneurs, wage labor-

ers, and outworkers. Some gained by these changes, but most lost, and
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a growing number of men and women found themselves at the mercy

of a labor market that yielded scant wages when times were good, and

nothing at all when times were bad. That these workers made up the

difference by passing counterfeits of the same bank notes used to un-

derwrite this economic transformation was an irony that did not go un-

noticed.6

Many of those arrested for passing counterfeits cited their economic

misfortune when explaining their behavior. Henry Pemberton, a bar-

keep who had been out of work for several months, told the examin-

ing magistrate that he and his “wife & five children were in want of

many things.” Others picked up for passing offered similar personal

histories, even if they did not admit wrongdoing. When asked about

his occupation, one man testified that he had been out of work for

eleven months, adding, “I have rec’d money from my father & have

tryed to get into business.” One newspaper article likewise described

novice passers as “blundering, miserable wretches, out of employment,

and coaxed into the older villains’ dens, by other agents, already broken

in, who get five dollars, in bad money, for every customer they bring;

and finally, they are induced, through absolute distress, to take their

notes and pass them.” The paper added that one of these new recruits

had been “tempted to the crime in hopes of procuring a little money

to buy potatoes for his family, a wife and three children, who were in

great want.” With needs of this nature, it was difficult to resist tempta-

tion. Women had even greater incentives to traffic in counterfeits, es-

pecially if they had lost a husband or other means of support, but even

single women might supplement their income by passing the occa-

sional counterfeit.7

But where to buy counterfeits? It was not difficult: residents in work-

ing-class communities in the nation’s cities knew which of their neigh-

bors bought and sold counterfeit notes. Dealers may not have adver-
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tised their wares, but they hardly tried to conceal their reputation.

Sooner or later, in hushed conversations behind closed doors and in

gossip traded on street corners, news of who sold “coney” eventually got

around. More specific information about new counterfeits also origi-

nated with the shovers, most of whom would periodically approach

their dealers to learn of new shipments. For instance, a New York City

shover named Philip Selover told the court how he had visited his

dealer, and asked him “if any thing was in market.” The man replied

that “there was none but old stuff,” but assured Selover “that there

would be something new, and good the latter part of the week, which

would be good for this market.” The news would travel fast, and in the

city’s oyster cellars, bars, and brothels, word of the impending shipment

would circulate. Distributors would send “secret information to the

passers of counterfeit money,” reported one newspaper, who would

then “meet at a particular time and place to make purchases.” Though

the police might hear of these new issues through informers, they gen-

erally could do little beyond issuing vague warnings.8

Counterfeit money often arrived late, if it arrived at all. In New York

City, one shover related how he and two itinerant dealers in counterfeit

money named Horace and Hannibal Bonney (identical twins, no less)

met with others in the trade at a tavern named, appropriately enough,

“The Exchange.” “The subject of counterfeit money was talked of, and

the cause of the delay,” he testified. In this case, someone had been

taken into police custody. Indeed, arrests were a persistent problem:

two decades earlier, a police informer in Philadelphia had reported that

the “Trade” had sustained a “considerable shock [because] there had

been several arrests lately . . .” Other problems could crop up. The

shover Philip Selover testified that he had heard from an associate who

had learned from “Abm. Shepherd’s boy” that the workmen who had

been “striking off the Newport twos got Drunk & injured the plate,”
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and that “the plate has been sent up to Canada to get fixed.” Delays like

these only stoked the counterfeit market, as supplies dried up and de-

mand rose. In this way, if not in a more fundamental fashion, counter-

feits mimicked the pricing movements of commodities bought and

sold in markets sanctioned by the state.9

Like their more legitimate counterparts, dealers in counterfeits had a

range of tactics for increasing demand. Some drummed up interest in

impending issues by sharing samples of the notes for sale. One witness

in the case of a retailer testified that the suspect had “shewed him two

five dollar Counterfeit Bank Notes” and told him “that he could get

any quantity that he might want of such notes,” offering to sell them at

the rate of thirty dollars genuine for every one hundred dollars coun-

terfeit. In another case, a passer named Willard Warner alleged that a

small-time retailer had sent him a note with several high-quality coun-

terfeits attached. If Warner was interested, the note promised, a “man

will be Here—at 12 o’clk. So you can have what you want. He Left

these to be seen as a Sample.” The price was forty dollars genuine per

hundred counterfeit—a bit high, but reasonable if the notes were as

good as the retailer claimed. Dealers often let customers judge for

themselves, showing sample counterfeits side by side with a genuine

bill. One witness in a case against Smith Davis testified that Davis had

shown her the counterfeits and then pulled out a “a good Three Dollar

Bill of said Bank to convince her by comparison that the Bills were well

executed.” For someone contemplating a purchase, it helped to know

that the props to be used in a performance would command con-

fidence. A passer’s livelihood—and freedom—were at stake.10

Thanks to variations in quality, prices for counterfeits varied from

issue to issue. In general, manufacturers sold their notes to wholesal-

ers at the rate of ten dollars genuine per one hundred dollars counter-

feit, though some issues might command a higher (or lower) price in
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the market. By the time a “boodle” had passed through the hands of

distributors like Abraham Shepherd, the price for retailers might be

twenty or thirty per hundred. “The price,” one newspaper reported,

“varies from 25 to 30 cents per dollar, according to the merit of the bill.”

Prices went up as the notes moved through the underground economy,

and the arrival of each boodle tended to bring out the entrepreneur in

anyone who had capital on hand to purchase some bills. As a conse-

quence, the retail business was extraordinarily fluid, full of individuals

trying to extract miniscule margins of profit from buying and selling

counterfeit notes. This inevitably led to competition, and it was not at

all unusual for shovers to shop around when contemplating the pur-

chase of a new batch of counterfeits. One shover testified that he met a

dealer through a volunteer fire company who offered to sell him coun-

terfeit money at twenty dollars per hundred, but then “fell down to $18

per hundred” when the prospective customer declined.11

Not everyone had enough cash on hand to buy into a new emis-

sion. Dealers therefore accepted alternative currencies: jewelry, cloth-

ing, and other valuables. More common was the practice of advancing

counterfeits for a promise of future payment. Sile Doty, for instance,

related in his memoirs how he met with a dealer from New York City

who sold him money for “thirty cents on the dollar.” Doty purchased

$1,200 worth of counterfeit notes, “paying him nearly all down; for the

remaining amount he was to wait three months.” Many shovers who

had no capital of their own turned to more marginal dealers, who

would buy up small batches of counterfeit notes and “advance” them, a

method that mimicked the commission system. One suspect testified,

for instance, that a dealer had been “in the practice of furnishing [him]

with counterfeit Bank Notes, to pass off for one half of the proceeds of

such notes.” This system of advancing notes and splitting the change

was most popular among single women, few of whom could purchase
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counterfeit notes outright. In a typical case, Smith Davis approached

two women living in Five Points, offering to advance some high-qual-

ity counterfeits that they would then pass “for his and their mutual

benefit.” Not all dealers proved so generous. Thomas Lynch, a witness

in a shoving case, related that he had been approached by an acquain-

tance named Brown who “asked him if he wished to make money fast.”

Yes, he replied, and Brown then told him to take a five-dollar note and

buy some oysters, promising that he would give him a miniscule frac-

tion of the change. Lynch argued that “it was a slow way of making

money,” to which Brown retorted, “not if you pass plenty of them.” The

same logic of exploitation persisted all the way down the economic lad-

der, with people engaged in counterfeiting continually shifting the bur-

den of risk to individuals less fortunate than themselves.12

Counterfeit notes, like any other commodity, did not travel in a

straight line from producer to consumer, but followed a circuitous path

through chains of sellers and resellers, each of whom extracted slivers

of profit. This resemblance to more acceptable forms of commerce did

not go unnoticed, and even attracted a kind of grudging admiration.

One paper characterized counterfeiting as “a regular business,” one in

which “the dealers fall short of other professions only in not putting up

sign boards,” while another observed that the selling and shoving of

counterfeit notes “had all the form and system of a regular business.” It

possessed a comparable level of specialization, obeyed the same laws of

supply and demand, and relied on the same exploitative practices used

by petty entrepreneurs to turn a profit. But however much it resembled

the market in wheat or corn or shoes, the inner workings of the coun-

terfeit economy were only dimly understood by most people. Not that

they did not think or worry about counterfeits. Far from it: every time a

bank note entered their hands, it was scrutinized, examined, and held

up to judgment. So, too, was the person who presented it.13
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Commanding Confidence

Successful shoving required that both the shover and the counterfeit

note perform according to the expectations of middle-class commercial

society, which meant coming across as “authentic” and worthy of con-

fidence. Conventional wisdom of the day held that the most obvious

indicator of a bank note’s authenticity was the quality of the engraving.

As one authority opined, “No counterfeiter, working with his hand, can

possibly attain the beauty and accuracy of engraving by the perfect and

costly machinery of professional engravers.” According to this view,

only second-rate artists, “runaway apprentices, and cast-off journey-

men” counterfeited bank notes. Nothing was further from the truth:

both crude genuine notes and elegant counterfeit bills passed from

hand to hand. Still, such assumptions became commonplace, and the

quality of the engraving could become more important than the au-

thenticity of the note itself. This was true of the signature on the note

as well. The same authority believed that counterfeit handwriting was

“almost invariably clumsy and unbusinesslike.” Counterfeiters, he be-

lieved, could parrot but never fully impersonate the signature of a gen-

uine man of commerce. In an era when handwriting was an index

of character, a poorly signed note signaled base intent—or so the the-

ory went.14

Shovers recognized these prejudices, and demanded high-quality

imitations. But artful engravings and fine penmanship were just the

beginning; shovers knew that the identity of the note imitated was just

as important to the success of a shoving expedition. Counterfeits on

dubious banks inevitably attracted scrutiny, increasing the chances of

detection. But counterfeits on banks with a good reputation could of-

ten pass even when the person receiving it suspected a counterfeit.

From a storekeeper’s perspective, counterfeits on reputable banks were
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easier to dispose of than genuine notes of disreputable banks. The ideal

counterfeit, then, was a well-engraved note (probably a three-, five-, or

ten-dollar bill) on a bank with a solid reputation, but not so familiar

that victims could compare it with an authentic note. In New York

City, shovers favored notes of well-established banks in New England,

Pennsylvania, or even upstate New York. Only rarely did they attempt

to pass imitations of local banks. In western states, shovers preferred

counterfeits of eastern banks, which enjoyed more confidence than

local banks.15

People trying to detect counterfeits looked at more than the name,

quality of the engraving, and denomination of the note presented to

them; they also scrutinized the note for evidence of a past—evidence of

confidence granted and accepted in previous lives. Did it, in other

words, show signs of wear and tear, of having passed inspection with

others? A crisp, clean bill was suspicious: it had no history, no hint of

having withstood the test of trust. Shovers turned these prejudices to

their advantage. William Stuart would oil his counterfeits, fold them in

blotting paper and then iron them in order to remove the “stiffness and

rattling” of new notes. In a similar fashion, a passer recalled how he

dipped his counterfeits in a solution of tobacco and soap and then pat-

ted them dry with ash, “until they had the limber, yellow appearance of

old bills.” Honora Shepherd soaked her notes in tobacco juice, while

Peter O’Brien (Shepherd’s brother) advised a passer to soak the notes

in a basin of water with tobacco and then “put two or three pin holes in

them to make it appear as if they had been thro the Bank.” This was a

clever strategy: banks shipped notes for redemption in bundles sewn

together with needle and thread. A pin hole in a bank note implied

that the bank itself had authenticated it.16

Bank employees were thought to possess special powers of counter-

feit detection. The average teller, a popular guide to New York City’s
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banks claimed, “acquires an instinctive faculty for the detection of spu-

rious bills. To stand by and observe him counting, it might be supposed

that he could hardly get a glimpse of each, so rapidly do they pass

through his hands.” And yet this same account related that the teller

would periodically toss a note back to a depositor, “without perceptible

pause in the swift handling,” and bark out “Counterfeit!” Though im-

pressive, this talent for detecting counterfeits was restricted to a hand-

ful of people who processed money for a living. This may explain why

shovers rarely foisted their notes off on these more knowledgeable fig-

ures. Dealers might brag to their customers that a new issue could pass

undetected at banks and brokers’ offices, but no self-respecting shover

would take such a risk. Instead, shovers targeted people with enough

coins and small bills on hand to change the note, but not so well versed

in money that they might recognize the counterfeit.17

This meant seeking out petty entrepreneurs: grocers, dry-goods deal-

ers, shoe sellers, oyster bar owners, clothiers, milliners, tobacconists,

druggists, butchers, bakers, and other middling entrepreneurs. New

York City had the highest concentration of these retail establish-

ments in the country, thanks to its growing importance as a commercial

entrepôt. Further, these stores had plenty of the sorts of small items

that shovers purchased in order to receive both the items and true

money as change. For example, when Honora Shepherd returned to

her old haunts and began shoving notes once more, she was arrested af-

ter passing a counterfeit ten on a grocer in payment for a ham and a bar

of soap. Mundane purchases, to be sure, but Shepherd received, the

grocer later testified, “eight Dollars and seventy five cents in change.”

Anyone passing counterfeit notes had to be careful, though, not to

present too large a note relative to the size of the purchase. This would

lead to a minute inspection of the bill, if not a close examination of the

person presenting it.18
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Shovers developed a range of ingenious tactics to avoid detection.

One newspaper observed that shovers usually passed their notes “at

dusk, or in the evenings,” or as one merchant complained, “just about

candle lighting.” This was not a coincidence: counterfeits had a far

better chance of passing inspection in the faint interior illumination

cast by candles, whale oil, or gas. Other shovers targeted people out-

doors at night, where the light was even poorer. For instance, an omni-

bus driver in New York City testified that he received a suspect note

around midnight, “and it being dark, [he] could not fully distinguish

the character of the bill, and could not leave his box to ascertain its

character.” Rather than refuse it, the driver “presumed the bill to be

good,” only to discover in the morning that it was worthless. Likewise,

passers of counterfeit coin tended to operate after nightfall because the

“leaden appearance” of such coins was “not so perceptible.”19

Passers of counterfeit notes also avoided detection by working in

pairs. One person would hold the counterfeit notes and wait outside re-

tail establishments while the other went inside to make a purchase. As

the National Police Gazette explained, the shover would take “about

twenty-five or thirty cents in his pocket,” along with a single counter-

feit note, and then enter the store and purchase a small item. Upon

“finding his change insufficient to the price,” the shover would then

“present the note and receive good money in change.” Having done

this, he would meet up with his accomplice, transfer the good money to

him, and receive another spurious note in exchange. “These measures,”

explained the National Police Gazette, “were pursued to prevent danger,

in case suspicion should fall upon the passer, and a search ensue.” Still,

the person passing the note assumed most of the risk, and the relation-

ship between the partners was anything but equal. One shover testified

that his accomplice said, “If you are asked anything about the money

you must not say anything,” and warned him that if he “blowed”—

squealed—he “would kill him.”20
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In the 1840s, shovers began working in groups, in response to the in-

creased speed with which merchants and retailers alerted one another

about new counterfeits. These gangs, which often passed vast quanti-

ties of notes into circulation before anyone realized, operated under the

auspices of dealers in counterfeit money. An acquaintance of the Bon-

ney twins, for example, remembered how one of the brothers told some

shovers that he wanted “to make arrangements where to meet and

which way we shall go so as not to run afowl of each other.” Bonney di-

vided up the city streets between two groups, ordering them to begin

passing notes at exactly six o’clock and reconvene at the corner of

Grand and Crosby Streets at “half past eight.” In similar instances,

gangs of shovers from out of town would visit New York City, “put off ”

their notes in unison, and then flee back home across state lines. Mem-

bers of Abraham Shepherd’s family, many of whom lived in New Jersey,

perfected this practice, making fast-paced forays across the river to

New York City. By midcentury, coordinated operations began to span

entire states, and eventually, the entire nation. These elaborate ruses

probably aimed to frustrate the growing use of the telegraph, which

could spread news of counterfeits almost instantaneously.21

Shopkeepers tried to protect themselves, questioning and inspecting

the person presenting the note. It was not uncommon to interrogate

unfamiliar patrons, asking them where they lived. This tactic had its

roots in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when most

passers lived a more peripatetic existence. “Wicks and I put our horses

together, and under cover of night drove beyond the reach of familiar

faces,” recalled Sile Doty in his memoirs. “Here I was, for the first time

to try my hand at passing counterfeit money.” In similar fashion, Wil-

liam Stuart recalled how “we rode about the country, bought watches,

jockeyed horses, bought sheep, and other stock, paying for them chiefly

in counterfeit money.” It was risky to linger in any one place after shov-

ing notes in rural areas: the fraud might be discovered and an arrest
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made. Many shovers operating in the countryside thus passed them-

selves off as peddlers, circuit riders, drovers—anything to explain their

wandering ways. Canal boats and river steamers offered even better

means of moving from place to place, and many shovers worked on

these vessels, leaving counterfeits in their wake.22

Yet it was the nation’s burgeoning cities that provided the best op-

portunities to pass counterfeits with minimal risk. This was especially

the case in New York City, where the expanding metropolis began to

fragment into smaller neighborhoods defined by class. Shovers could

now visit parts of the city where storekeepers and retailers might not

know them, much less trace them back to their homes. Indeed, the

population growth of cities like New York—and the consequent level

of anonymity—meant that people no longer recognized everyone they

saw in the street. Nor could retailers identify everyone who came in to

purchase an item. Many city dwellers, especially members of the mid-

dle class, necessarily turned to other methods of determining character,

“reading” a stranger’s appearance for signs of their social status, if not

their criminal intent. People receiving money looked not only for coun-

terfeit bank notes, but also for counterfeit persons. This strategy had

some merit: an inexperienced passer might come across as nervous and

unsure, leading to an arrest. But more often than not, these attempts

to read character out of trivial details only resulted in people fall-

ing back on preconceived biases. An ill-mannered laborer who pre-

sented a note would get a closer inspection than someone who had all

the markings of the middle class. But the counterfeiting community

again turned these prejudices to their advantage. Female shovers be-

came especially infamous for passing off counterfeits—by passing off

themselves as “ladies.”23

Women had many advantages over men when it came to passing

counterfeits. As one newspaper complained in 1820, “Many genteel
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well-dressed females are engaged, and such is their favorable and im-

posing appearance, that when they are sometimes arrested and brought

into courts of law, juries cannot be brought to believe them guilty, or to

convict them.” Another paper put the matter more bluntly, noting that

“the females, generally, on trial, escape conviction. They are decked out

in genteel attire and are called ‘Ladies’ [and] the police magistrate is lib-

erally abused before the Jury for having given a fair and impartial ac-

count of the character and career of the . . . ‘most amiable, industrious,

virtuous, and persecuted lady,’ who, by this time has performed . . . by

working herself into tears.” These sorts of trials, complained the paper,

inevitably ended in a verdict of “not guilty,” and “the ‘lady’ triumphantly

leaves the court, probably in a carriage, to return the next day in an al-

tered dress to her vocation of passing counterfeit notes in another part

of the city.”24

Such editorials betrayed a growing concern over the counterfeiting

not only of money, but of the very markers of “respectable society.” In

1818, for example, one passer in New York City testified that an ac-

quaintance “goes out evenings dressed up like a Lady & passes the

money.” Ironically, many of the notes passed by women of this sort un-

derwrote the purchase of the accoutrements of a middle-class wardrobe

and persona: combs, bonnets, lace, dresses, shoes, slippers, and per-

fumes. In an era when fashion was swiftly becoming democratized, it

did not take much (especially if one was paying in counterfeit money)

to buy the outward appearance of a woman from a different class. That

ease—and the concern it raised among anyone bent on policing class

boundaries—may account for an urban legend that began circulating

in the 1840s. In one variation, a passer checked into a respectable ho-

tel, explaining that she was a widow. She would then mingle with the

other ladies in the hotel and “fall in love with . . . articles of jewelry or

dress which some one of them own,” insisting that they sell them to
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her “at any price, partly to please her fancy, and partly as a memento of

the agreeable acquaintance she has formed.” Having gained their con-

fidence, she would then suddenly tell her “friends” that she had to leave

sooner than expected, and “consummate whatever bargains she may

have arranged, and in the hurry of the moment palm off her counterfeit

money in payment, receiving in exchange for her larger bills more than

sufficient good money to pay all the expenses of her visit.” An account

of this incident lamented that “in this pleasant way one class of our fe-

male counterfeiters manage to live at our best hotels, dress richly, and

crowd themselves into most excellent society.” The passer, who coun-

terfeited class and cash, represented a double threat to the emergent so-

cial order. That passers patronized the stores and shops owned by

members of (or aspirants to) the middle class only heightened the

transgressive nature of the imposture. So, too, did the fact that it was

women rather than men who proved most adept at performing these

acts of duplicity.25

Yet men also clambered over social barriers. The key was confidence.

One account of a successful shover marveled at how he “walks into a

store, boldly takes off his hat, nods familiarly about, and addresses the

shopboys as if he had known them for a long time, thereby keeping

their attention fixed upon himself, whilst they scarcely glance at the

bill. He comes in at broad daylight . . . and knows well that a bold front

wins half the battle.” This was the method favored by Jack Cantar, a fa-

mous confidence man and counterfeiter who moved with ease through

polite society by representing himself as the son of a wealthy merchant.

Cantar, who eventually usurped Smith Davis’s title as “King of the

Koneyackers,” was famous for his dignified airs and taste in clothing.

Unlike many high-ranking counterfeiters, he also passed notes, chang-

ing clothes and facial hair to deflect attention. Several individuals on

whom he passed counterfeits seemed to have paid more attention to
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the clothing he wore than the note he presented—a rather intriguing

strategy. One witness testified, for example, that Cantar had worn

“French Pantaloons [of ] light colored Cassimere & black & white gai-

ter boots,” adding after some reflection, “I particularly noticed the pan-

taloons fitting remarkably well.” Of course, most of this clothing was

purchased with—what else?—counterfeit money.26

Cantar was a perfect specimen of the confidence man, the well-

dressed (perhaps too well-dressed) stranger whose outward signs of

gentility, tact, and wealth lay claim to the trust of his victims. For an-

other illustration of this persona, look at one of Daniel Huntington’s

genre paintings titled The Doubtful Note or The Counterfeit Note. Critics

had differing interpretations of the work when it was unveiled in the

1850s, but they generally agreed on one thing: the genteel bespectacled

man with the slender walking cane (itself a totem of respectability) was

trying to pass a counterfeit note. The shover, equal parts gentleman

and confidence man, looks out of the corner of his eyes, a faint smile

playing on his lips. As for the well-dressed woman seated in front, she

too may be in on the fraud: note that her glove has been dropped in a

most unladylike fashion on the floor. In the subtle vocabulary of genre

painting, as among the appearance-obsessed middle classes, such de-

tails mattered. Perhaps she is his accomplice, trying to distract the

storekeeper. An opening gambit like this helped set the stage for the

final act in this theater of exchange: passing the counterfeit note.27

Shovers did not always imitate members of polite society; merely

passing as an authority on monetary affairs was good enough. One ac-

count related a variation on this strategy: a man would enter a store and

begin examining goods, “approving some, and condemning others.”

His rather “gawky air, vulgar voice and manner, when contrasted with

his substantial though plain apparel gave him the air of a country store

keeper.” After a few minutes, his accomplice would enter the store as
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well, purchase an item, and tender a counterfeit in payment. If the note

was questioned, the man posing as a storekeeper would take it and

“looking knowingly at it . . . pronounce it genuine,” and then offer to

change it at a discount, saying things like “I fancy myself something of

a judge, for I pass a pretty many of such things through my hands in a
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tington’s painting of the same name, which has since disappeared. Courtesy,

Newberry Library, Chicago.
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year.” This “independent” authentication usually had the desired effect,

and the original sale went forward. Shovers developed endless varia-

tions on this scheme, giving their victims a fleeting sense that a decent,

humble, “genuine” individual had validated the note.28

Some shovers would cultivate confidence by giving demonstrations

of their honesty and good nature. The ploys of Ellen Russell, who

worked in the 1840s, are representative of this approach. In one in-

stance, she went into an oyster cellar in New York City and treated the

store owner and several others to drinks. She paid with a suspicious-

looking five-dollar bill on the Albany Exchange Bank, but as one

newspaper explained, “to inquire into its genuineness, coming from so

decent a source as the one who had treated all hands, would be prepos-

terous, so the bill was taken and the change given.” In a similar case, a

man attending the annual fair held by the American Institute in Castle

Garden approached the managers, “telling them he wished to present

five separate awards of $100 each ‘in premiums to the most worthy me-

chanical inventor.’ ” He began visiting the fair daily, “enjoying the most

distinguished consideration of the managers,” and using his newfound

respectability to pass off dozens of counterfeits. Better still was the

shover who approached people claiming to be “employed by a company

of Frenchmen to seek out poor families who wanted relief.” After this

masquerade, he would pull out a counterfeit five-dollar note and ask

his victim to break it into smaller bills “for the purpose of having

change to give away.”29

But shovers need not make a show of superiority, knowledge, or gen-

erosity: they could simply strive to appear so artless or preoccupied as

to seem incapable of mounting a fraud. Working-class women, for ex-

ample, would borrow babies and cart them around while passing notes;

working-class men might feign drunkenness. Some enterprising shov-

ers also used children to pass their notes, given most shopkeepers’ re-
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luctance to order their arrest. White shovers sometimes used a similar

strategy by paying blacks to pass their notes. One suspect, a black man

named Jack Benson, testified that a shover came up to him and said

“Jack here are two notes get them changed for me and I will give you

something when you bring me [the change].” Such tactics were not un-

common; one newspaper account of a shover identified “a poor mod-

est-looking woman, or a black boy” as being “customary instruments”

for passing counterfeit notes. But the police rarely arrested—much less

convicted—blacks for passing counterfeit notes in New York City. This

may reflect blacks’ limited numbers in the city at this time. Or it may

be a testament to the conventional view then that blacks were ill-

informed in monetary affairs, and thus incapable of such frauds.30

Yet shovers, whatever their identity, did more than play to the preju-

dices of their victims; many targeted individuals unlikely to detect a

counterfeit, or better yet, unable to file a complaint. Men, for example,

would pay for sex with counterfeit notes. A prostitute living near Five

Points testified that she met a man on the street who “was a stranger

to her—but she went with him to a house of assignation in Crosby

Street—where she staid with him about one hour.” The man gave her a

bank note, but as she explained to the magistrates, “she [was] no judge

of paper money and did not know the Bill was Bad”; she only learned it

was counterfeit when she tried to use it to pay for a pair of shoes. In a

similar vein, when the police questioned a single woman about where

she received a counterfeit note, she replied, “I got it from a gentleman.

I don’t know who.” Her interrogators pressed ahead. “For what?” they

asked, to which she answered: “for the use of my body.” Prostitutes had

little recourse in the event a client paid in counterfeit cash, though

some passed the bills to other customers when making change. So, too,

did other marginal entrepreneurs—such as swindlers, gamblers, and

mock auctioneers—who received them in the course of business.31
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Some shovers targeted those least equipped to authenticate the dif-

ferent notes in circulation. “The poor and the illiterate are the suffer-

ers,” wrote one prison reformer. “They can easily be imposed on, be-

cause they are inexperienced.” Too many of them, he noted, ended up

in prison because they unwittingly passed a counterfeit received from

someone else. “I can’t read,” complained one accidental shover, adding

he could recognize “a one and a two dollar but no other bill.” Immi-

grants had particular trouble detecting counterfeits, and they repre-

sented an ever-growing proportion of those arrested. “I have only been

in the country 18 months and begin to speak English within the last

three months,” one French man charged with passing counterfeits told

the examining magistrate in New York City. “I know nothing about the

Bank Bills of this country.” A petitioner in New Jersey likewise claimed

that he was “only twelve weeks in this country when taken . . . was it

not impossible . . . to be a judge of a Counterfeit bill or bills in the

above time?”32

Even those skilled at the art of detecting counterfeits found them-

selves stuck with bad notes. John Neal, an early nineteenth-century

merchant, recalled that he and his fellow employees adopted the maxim

that “if you buy the devil, the sooner you sell him, the better,” and set

aside any counterfeits taken in the course of business. Neal, who was

“by far the most innocent-looking,” passed along these bad notes to

“the ignorant and the helpless.” Several decades later, a newspaper ech-

oed his logic, stating that “it is a favorite maxim with some to ‘keep bad

money in circulation,’ for they say it makes no difference whether a

bill is counterfeit or not, so long as it will pass around freely.” This

practice—rationalized by one person as “tucking off a bad bill that

somebody had tucked on to him”—became an accepted way of doing

business. After all, the storekeeper left holding a counterfeit had few

choices. He could try to find the shover, but this was difficult. He
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could also destroy it, and take a loss, but for most struggling entrepre-

neurs, the push for profit drove them to pass it off on someone less

knowledgeable, who would in turn pass it off on someone even more

ignorant. As the note moved back down the economic ladder, each

person receiving it had even greater incentives to pass it along. As

one reformer wrote, “There are so many cases where a Counterfeit

Bill comes . . . into the possession of a man, whose penury will not per-

mit him to lose its value, and whose duty to his needy family is para-

mount to his virtue.” Eventually someone would pass the note and be

arrested or have it confiscated, and there the chain of imposture would

end.33

The morality of these exchanges did not go unquestioned. One edi-

torialist, observing that “the country is becoming flooded” with coun-

terfeits, complained that many persons stuck with bad bills “insist that

as they took them in good faith, so they must pass them. But is this any

better than receiving stolen goods ignorantly, and then refusing to give

them up to the owner when discovered?” An intriguing question, but

most people left holding counterfeits tended not to see the parallel.

One bank officer wrote, “There is a lamentably lax tone of moral sense

in some men . . . who find themselves caught with a bad bill. Their rea-

soning seems to be, ‘I took it for good—it must go for the same.’ ” A

passer of a bad note articulated the ethics of an entire generation when

in one instance he dismissed his victim’s accusations with the following

memorable bon mot: “If it was good enough for me it was good enough

for [you].”34

These rationalizations came easily for many people. After all, even

genuine bank notes circulated on specious grounds, for there was never

enough “real” money (gold and silver) in the vaults of the corporations

issuing bank notes (as almost everyone who dealt in bank notes found

out sooner or later). Banks suspending specie payments, or going out of

business without honoring their paper promises, gave rise to a kind of
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economic relativism. One financial paper posed the problem as follows:

“Some people live by counterfeiting—others circulate their promises by

means of sham banks. Which are best?” Many who grappled with the

question ultimately arrived at a subjective, instrumental theory of value.

In their eyes, the value of a note depended not on whether the bank

that issued it could make good on its promise, but whether someone

else would accept it as genuine. One editor complained, for example,

that “I have known men take a bill pronounced counterfeit, saying,

coolly, ‘Somebody will take it.’ ”35

The selling and shoving of bogus notes eroded the often arbitrary

distinctions between counterfeiting and capitalism. In the hands of the

wholesalers and dealers, counterfeit money was treated like real money:

it had a value, even if it suffered from a rather heavy discount. And

with a compelling performance on the part of the shover, these bills

could pass at face value, and thus cross the divide between the counter-

feit and the real. Absent some final arbiter of authenticity, there was lit-

tle to stop this kind of categorical collapse. The federal government,

which had divested itself from any meaningful role in regulating the

money supply, could not be counted on to banish the ambiguities in-

herent in a system of private money creation. There was, however, a

final line of defense for those interested in maintaining distinctions be-

tween the solid and the sham: the “counterfeit detectors,” which could

unlock the secret codes of the currency and restore value to its rightful

owners. Or so the enterprising publishers of these paper talismans

claimed.

Cataloging Counterfeits

Like the bank notes they purported to describe, counterfeit detectors

came in many guises. Over the course of the antebellum era, a host of

entrepreneurs published at least seventy-two different titles. The ma-
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jority of publishers had their offices in Boston, New York, or Philadel-

phia, though several cities in the West, particularly Cincinnati, had

their own detectors, too. While a few printers began issuing lists of

counterfeits in the early nineteenth century, the more profitable pub-

lishers—Robert T. Bicknell, Sylvester J. Sylvester, Archibald McIntyre,

John S. Dye, and most famous of all, John Thompson—began publica-

tion in the 1830s, when the number of bank notes in circulation ex-

ploded. These men had an encyclopedic knowledge of the nation’s pa-

per money, having extensive experience as note brokers and lottery-

ticket salesmen.36

The connection between lotteries and counterfeit detectors was one

of those strange symbioses peculiar to this transitional stage in the

nation’s capitalist development. The lottery-ticket business functioned

as an important precursor to private banking, investment banking, and

stock brokerage activities. In a cash-poor country like the United States,

lotteries became a means of raising money for business development.

And because lottery-ticket salesmen operated over great distances, they

had to take whatever form of payment was proffered. The diversity of

currency that these men handled led many to open offices that dis-

counted the notes of distant banks. In the inaugural issue of his coun-

terfeit detector, editor Robert Bicknell thus boasted that he had “for

many years been engaged in the Lottery and Exchange business in

Philadelphia” and was consequently “in the habit, daily, of discounting

every description of paper money,” making him well-qualified for the

task of assembling a list of all the genuine and counterfeit bank notes in

circulation. Like several of his competitors, Bicknell continued to oper-

ate his lottery business on the side, and in this same first issue, he pub-

lished “the scheme” of the Union Canal Lottery.37

“Scheme” was an appropriate description. By the 1830s, lotteries had

fallen into disfavor, viewed by many as fraudulent enterprises. S. J.
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Sylvester, for example, was fined $150 for selling lottery tickets as late as

1840, and had to suffer through a lecture from the judge on the “enor-

mity” of his misdeeds. But Sylvester was not alone: many detector pub-

lishers had dealings with the economy of chance and fortune, operating

on the margins of the established financial community. They worked as

intermediaries in the exchange economy, handling vast amounts of

money, but they began their commercial careers with little cash of their

own. Bicknell, for example, was described in his obituary as arriving in

Philadelphia “a friendless orphan boy who by his own untiring exer-

tions succeeded . . . in building up an extensive business,” before dying

young on account of his “unremitting devotion” to work.38

John Thompson had a similar biography, though he was a bit more

fortunate in the lottery of life. Born on a Massachusetts farm, Thomp-

son endured what he called “hard work and plenty of it” as a child.

He eventually fled, becoming a dealer in lottery tickets for the firm of

Yates and McIntyre, the same McIntyre who subsequently published

a competing counterfeit detector, McIntyre’s Bank Note List. In 1832,

Thompson moved to New York City and opened a bank note broker-

age. Because bank notes could only be redeemed in specie at the coun-

ter of the issuing bank, they depreciated the farther they traveled from

home: a percentage point or two when times were good, much more

when times were bad. Brokers like Thompson made their profit by pur-

chasing notes of distant banks and then returning the paper to the bank

for redemption in specie, with their profit coming out of the difference

between the price paid by the broker and the price paid by the bank.

The banks, which did not appreciate being forced to hand over their

valuable specie reserves, resented brokers like Thompson, who did not

hesitate to sue if notes went unredeemed.39

The failure to redeem bank notes, whether in times of panic or in the

course of everyday business, inevitably prompted comparisons between
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bankers and counterfeiters. In many people’s eyes, paper that could not

be redeemed, for whatever reason, was as worthless as a counterfeit—or

worse. At least a well-made counterfeit on a solid bank stood a chance

of passing; a genuine bill of a defunct bank, by contrast, would find few

takers. This blurring of categories helps explain why detectors—in-

cluding the one Thompson launched in 1842—tracked not only coun-

terfeits, but problem bank notes of all kinds, along with their perceived

depreciation, rumored instability, and any other information that re-

vealed the “confidence” that the marketplace had in various bills. In-

deed, detectors documented an economy teeming with notes neither

totally real nor completely counterfeit: genuine bills of banks that had

suspended specie payments or had gone into receivership; notes of de-

funct banks that had been altered to imitate still-thriving concerns;

genuine notes of solid banks that had been “raised” from a lower de-

nomination to a higher one; notes that purported to be the issues of le-

gitimate banks but looked nothing like the real thing; notes of banks

that sounded genuine, but did not exist; and real notes of “wildcat”

banks with little or nothing in the way of assets backing their promises

to pay. Each of these species of notes occupied a place on the ever-

changing continuum between the good and the bad, the real and the

counterfeit, and all were described in elaborate, though not always ac-

curate, detail in the pages of the detectors.

Thompson became the most successful of all the publishers of coun-

terfeit detectors. He sold twice-weekly subscriptions for five dollars a

year, and by 1855 was boasting a circulation of 100,000. He sold addi-

tional weekly and semimonthly subscriptions for three and two dollars,

respectively, but even these more modest rates put Thompson’s Bank

Note Reporter out of the reach of the laboring classes; consequently,

most subscribers hailed from commercial circles. Though many readers

worked on Wall Street, far more lived in western states where the
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money supply was plagued by counterfeit and broken bank notes. Thomp-

son’s, which promised to restore some semblance of order to the blizzard

of paper in circulation, became a standard fixture in any place of busi-

ness. As one Wisconsin banker recalled, “The merchant in his store or

the peddler on the prairies would as soon think of doing their business

without scales, measure, or yardstick as without a ‘Thompson’s.’ ”40

Thompson’s publications inventoried the nation’s monetary system.

Every bank in the United States was represented, along with the rate of

discount on its notes (as offered at Thompson’s many branch offices);

a list of all the different denominations issued by the bank; and a com-

pilation of all known counterfeits. His publications provided readers

with a map to navigate the nation’s economy. But as first-time readers

soon learned, these pamphlets took practice to read. Aside from the

front page, which usually contained two or three editorials and late-

breaking news articles on recent counterfeits or bank failures, the bulk

of the publication consisted of page after page of cryptic descriptions

rendered in tiny type. Take, for example, the description of altered,

counterfeit, and spurious notes circulating on the venerable Mechanics’

Bank of New York City as of March 17, 1849:

Mechanics’ Bank, 33 Wall St. . . . . . . (S.) par [S. Knapp, Pres., Fran-

cis W. Edmonds, Cash.] Discount days—Wednesday and Saturday.

2s, let. A; A. B. Stevens, pres’t, Jn. Clark, cash’r, dated April 2, 1840.

The filling up and signing of a bill should never be relied on, as they

can be altered at pleasure. 3’s, altered from the ‘Derby Bank’ Derby,

Conn., a broken institution. 5’s, letter A., pay J. J. Astor, David

Edmonds, Cash., Thos. D. Brown, Pres. Vig. a female & ship build-

ing. 5’s altered from 1’s, well executed. The word FIVE has been

pasted across one end of the bill. 5’s letter D. pay D. Bethune, dated

May 4, 1828. 5’s, let D. pay to P. Sharpe; others to A. Van Nest, July 1,
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1828. 10’s, good imitation of genuine, payable to P. Henry, R. Irving,

and others. Filling up rather good—the signature of F. W. Edwards

is not done with the ease and elegance of the original. Paper poor.

10’s, altered from 2’s. The word ‘TEN’ is printed much blacker than

the rest of the note; well done. 20’s, dated July 5, 1835, pay F. Hart,

Fleming, pres. Baldwin, Cash.: others, let. C. pay to S. Jaudon. 20’s,

altered from 3’s. Very well executed. 50’s, let. C. pay J. J. Astor, May

13, 1835—easily detected by the signatures. Also, some pay F. Cooper,

dated April 12, 1833, H. Baldwin, Cash.
41

Translation: the bank is solid, insofar as the notes circulate at par. But

the bills of the bank could be altered with ease, meaning that counter-

feiters erased portions of the bill and reprinted them with different de-

nominations and signatures. Other problems: spurious versions of the

bank’s three-dollar bills, printed from the plates of a broken bank; and

several counterfeits (here clues to their detection were offered).

Yet without actual reproductions of the note in question, these tele-

graphic descriptions were vague at best and unintelligible at worst.

Thompson once exhorted his readers to closely examine all one-dollar

notes on the Cumberland Bank of New Jersey: “The bottom of the ‘j’

in jersey, turns to the ‘e’—‘promise’ is 1/8 of an inch from the left

margin. In the genuine it almost touches it.” In another issue, he told

subscribers to scrutinize twenty-dollar bills on New York’s Butchers’ &

Drovers’ Bank: “20’s, altered from 3’s. In the true 20’s, the words ‘The

Butchers’ and Drovers’ Bank are in capitals in semi-circles on the head

of the bill, and the vignette representing cattle, is on the left hand mar-

gin; whereas, in 3’s, all the words, ‘Butchers’ and Drovers’ Bank,’ are in a

straight line in the center of the bill, and the vignette representing cat-

tle, on the head.” These distinctions, while not indecipherable, required

more time than most people had in the rush of a retail transaction.
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They also presumed a level of literacy that many laborers lacked, even if

they had the money to purchase a detector.42

Other entrepreneurs exploited these shortcomings, issuing compet-

ing guides to the counterfeit economy called universal detectors. Pub-

lishers like Henry Foote and Wheeler Gillet marketed these booklets

to tradesmen who could not afford a hefty annual subscription to

Thompson’s or one of the other reporters. Rather than force people to

pore over esoteric listings of counterfeit notes, these pamphlets instead

urged readers to look for certain fundamental signs: poor workman-

ship, design flaws, careless errors. Such telltale failings, Foote argued,

arose because counterfeiters refused to purchase the machinery neces-

sary to produce a genuine engraving. They would not invest so much

money in an “illegitimate business”—indeed, engravers of counterfeit

notes, he claimed, could not possibly be “first-class” artists and engrav-

ers. Genuine notes would look “natural” or “beautiful,” while counter-

feits would appear “stiff ” or “scratchy.” Gillet claimed that faces and

features on genuine bills look “clear and natural,” whereas counter-

feiters “do as little as possible on faces, for the reason that the human

countenance is one of the very hardest of all things to do well.” Gillet

therefore admonished his readers that “it is best to examine well the

countenance of portraits whenever they are on a bill, and if you get the

expression of the face well in your mind, it will be as impossible to de-

ceive you with a false or counterfeit face, as it would be to deceive you

with a counterfeit of one of your friends.” That outward appearances

inevitably betrayed a person’s true, inner character was the conventional

wisdom of the era, but it was no more accurate here than it was when a

storekeeper tried to assess a suspected shover on appearance alone.43

Reliance on superficial appearances informed these authors’ obses-

sion with handwriting as well. “The round handwriting on the face of a

good note . . . is invariably well done, and looks very perfect,” claimed
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figure 22. John Thompson’s guide to the signatures of the nation’s finan-

cial elite was as useful to counterfeiters as it was to bankers trying to detect

bogus notes. Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.
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Gillet. Foote went so far as to declare that bank clerks generally have “a

very neat, rapid business hand,” while counterfeiters’ signatures were

“almost invariably clumsy and unbusinesslike.” Such naive arguments re-

flected a belief that handwriting, like one’s outward appearance, was an

expression of individuality. One handwriting expert maintained that a

person could “no more conceal” subtle peculiarities of his or her script

“than he could his personal identity by drawing up his nose, squinting

his eyes, or walking with a limp.” Like the countenances on bills—the

ones that Gillet likened to friends and familiars—handwriting was an

inimitable extension of the self. That sort of thinking may account for

why John Thompson published a book containing facsimile signa-

tures of every president and cashier of every bank in the nation, The

Autographical Counterfeit Detector. The romantic identification of hand-

writing with authenticity inevitably collided with the mimetic skills

of the counterfeiters, many of whom had respectable handwriting, or

could at least produce serviceable imitations of the signatures of bank

presidents and cashiers who did.44

Like many of his competitors, Thompson put out other pamphlets,

charts, and lists to clarify any lingering uncertainties about the money

in circulation. His Bank Note Descriptive List, for example, contained

additional information on the laws and regulations governing paper

money in each of the states, along with abbreviated descriptions of

every bank note in circulation. Designed to frustrate the proliferation

of spurious notes, Thompson issued it once a year, giving it away free of

charge to subscribers. Also free with a subscription was The Coin Chart

Manual, which contained lithographic reproductions of the different

foreign and domestic coins in circulation in the United States. These

catalogs of coinage informed readers of new kinds of counterfeit coins

(a problem in the antebellum era, though not so serious as the plague of

counterfeit bank notes). They also provided a guide to the confusing

array of hard currency in circulation. In 1849, for example, Thompson’s
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Coin Chart Manual listed no fewer than 850 different coins, of which

only a handful came from the U.S. Mint. To be sure, few readers saw

most of these coins. But well into the 1850s, foreign coins occupied

a dominant role in the nation’s hard currency supply, highlighting

just how little control the national government had over monetary

matters.45

Other guides, most notably John Dye’s Bank Mirror and Illustrated

Counterfeit Delineator and John Tyler Hodges’s American Bank Note

Safeguard, offered similar object lessons. Like the coin charts, these an-

nual volumes relied on pictorials to convey their message, though they

did so in a more schematic fashion. By 1860, the American Bank Note

Safeguard ran to 378 pages, filled with crude facsimiles of the more than

ten thousand different notes in circulation. Hodges sought to classify

the country’s currency, breaking it down to its constituent parts. He

succeeded in this task, but his volumes also revealed just how much the

currency—and perhaps the country as well—had splintered into thou-

sands of disparate parts. Indeed, if there was any general conclusion to

draw from an inspection of these countless guides, detectors, and man-

uals, it was that there was no such thing, symbolically speaking, as a na-

tional monetary system—or perhaps even a national economy—at this

time. There were only innumerable far-flung fragments, each with its

own territory, emblems of authority, rates of discount, and claims to

confidence. The same, however, could be said of the detectors them-

selves, and how their self-interested assessments of the currency re-

vealed the limits, if not the liabilities, of private solutions to what had

become a public problem.46

Profiting from Anxiety

Indeed, the publishers of the counterfeit detectors entered this compet-

itive business with an attention to private profit, not public virtue. As a
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consequence, while detectors promised to restore some measure of con-

fidence to the currency, they often had the opposite effect, undermin-

ing readers’ faith in the money supply as well as playing into the hands

of the counterfeiters. Publishers, after all, had an incentive to play up

news suggesting that the banking system was rife with fraud or teeter-

ing on the brink of collapse. The greater the anxiety they stirred up, the

more subscribers they gained. “Counterfeit and altered notes are in-

creasing at a terrible rate,” trumpeted one, while another warned that

“counterfeits continue to increase in almost every section of the coun-

try.” The solution? Buy a detector. As Bicknell informed his readers,

“While we regret this increase and perfection of knavery, we cannot but

admit that we are advantaged by it [because] it is now almost indis-

pensable for every store keeper to subscribe.”47

Not everyone agreed with the publishers’ point of view. One critic

observed that “these descriptions, instead of enabling a person to detect

a spurious or counterfeit note, simply call attention to the fact that

there is a counterfeit, and leave the person as much in doubt as ever,

unless you have a genuine note at hand to examine.” Moreover, while

detectors listed plenty of obvious imitations, an alarming number came

with assessments like “so well done that good judges have taken them,”

or “the notes are exceedingly well executed, and calculated to deceive.”

After notifying readers of counterfeits like these, many detectors en-

couraged subscribers to reject entire categories of paper money as a way

of minimizing risk. Thompson, for example, counseled his readers:

“We would advise those who are not good judges of money to reject

all notes described as counterfeit in the ‘reporter,’ agreeing in de-

nomination and description with the genuine . . . unless they know

them to be good.” The ubiquitous warnings he and other publishers is-

sued—“better refuse all [notes]” was a common refrain—led to the re-

jection of genuine notes along with counterfeits.48
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Such admonitions did not endear the publishers to the banks they

scrutinized. In one case, a bank in New York sued Thompson for libel

after he reported that “there were 50’s and 100’s of notes of the bank

said to be counterfeits” and that the officers of the bank “were in doubt

as to which were good.” The lawsuit claimed that the bank’s customers

had, since the publication of this warning, rejected its notes and “re-

fused to have any dealing or business transactions” with it, causing

“great damage” to the bank’s finances. Other banks echoed these criti-

cisms, including one whose directors complained to a Boston-based

detector that they had “never seen any of the bad notes on their institu-

tion” described in its pages, adding that they “cannot believe that any

exist.” This was not far from the truth. As the publisher admitted,

many counterfeits noted in its pages originated and circulated in west-

ern states, not in Boston—but it made no such distinction when re-

porting new counterfeits, leaving readers to assume the worst.49

Even more damaging to banks—and to confidence in the currency

generally—was the detectors’ self-appointed role as regulators of fraud-

ulent banking. John Thompson, for instance, identified “the principles

which called us into existence” as “War to all false systems of Banking,

whether practiced by individuals or authorized by State Legislatures.

And in furtherance of these principles, we have been foremost in de-

nouncing every species of shinplastering and unsafe systems of bank-

ing.” Counterfeit detectors like Thompson’s thus reported other kinds of

problematic notes that, while genuine in principle, proved less so in

practice. In one issue of his detector, Thompson listed some fifty banks

in New York City, of which he deemed twelve “worthless,” six “frauds,”

four “closed,” and one, just plain “broke.” He also had another classi-

fication: “D,” for “doubtful.” In the midst of the banking collapse of the

early 1840s, Thompson branded plenty of banks this way. As he noted

in 1842, “In answer to the oft repeated question, ‘What bank will fail
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next?’ we say look at the banks marked . . . (D.) in our list.” Given that

bankers and merchants looked to Thompson’s as the arbiter of authen-

ticity, these assessments often became self-fulfilling prophecies.50

More serious flaws in the system became apparent as the number of

detectors proliferated. The publishers of these pamphlets, far from be-

ing impartial government auditors, had an active stake in the very busi-

ness they claimed to regulate. Thompson, for example, helped found

the America Bank of Trenton, New Jersey, and at any given time held

substantial investments in the institutions he monitored, including a

number of shaky western banks. This posed an obvious conflict of in-

terest, as did some of the other activities he and other publishers pur-

sued. In a typical example, Thompson loaned a “bogus concern” named

the Tontine Insurance Company $200,000 so as to satisfy state regula-

tors that the venture had the necessary capital to start issuing bank

notes. Thompson apparently charged the fraudulent concern $2,500 for

this “service,” and as soon as the company obtained its charter, secretly

withdrew his money, leaving it without capital “but with the [credit] of

having one, thus enabling them to impose on the public.” While his

reputation suffered when the details of this transaction emerged, it

hardly led to his ouster as the publisher of the nation’s premier counter-

feit detector.51

A larger problem, and one that afflicted the entire industry, was the

obvious conflict of interest between counterfeit detecting and bank

note brokering. These two branches of business tended to reinforce one

another. One observer in New York City noted that because of Thomp-

son’s reputation as a publisher of a counterfeit detector, “when parties

come here from the Country, they seek him out, & give him whatever

Brokerage [business] they have to transact.” This was all well and good,

but brokers like Thompson made their money on the so-called dis-

count rate, the few pennies on a dollar they subtracted for taking on the
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burden of returning the notes to the bank that issued them. The dis-

count rate depended on several variables: the proximity of the bank, the

perceived solidity of its finances, even the number of counterfeits in

circulation. If a bank note broker turned publisher could undermine

people’s confidence in a particular bank’s notes, he could then obtain

them more cheaply, and thus achieve a higher rate of return when he

presented the notes for redemption. And the easiest way of doing this

was to cast aspersions on a bank in the pages of the counterfeit detec-

tor. Thompson himself was frequently accused of doing so. The presi-

dent of the Erie Bank, for example, issued a disclaimer noting that “the

anonymous article which appeared in Thompson’s Reporter a few day’s

since, intended to discredit the Erie Bank, is without the least founda-

tion, being only of the periodical efforts made to deceive the public at a

distance from the bank, in order to purchase the paper at a discount.”52

These allegations probably had some foundation; they almost cer-

tainly did in the case of other publishers, whom critics accused of nu-

merous breaches of the public trust. One newspaper editor warned “the

public to be careful how they put confidence in these ‘Reporters’ and

‘Bank Detectors,’ which inundate the community. These prints are

more or less engaged in all the financial tricks of the age.” The treach-

ery of the detectors varied; some, for example, accepted bribes in order

to “puff ” a bank, meaning they falsely classified it as solid and testified

that its notes passed at par. This same critic claimed that Bicknell’s Re-

porter had announced the revival of the once-defunct River Raisin

Bank of Michigan, only to have the corporation unmasked (or so the

writer claimed) as “one of those impudent speculations which are got

up in conjunction with such fraudulent prints as ‘Bicknell’s Reporter.’ ”

A bit subtler was the accusation the Bankers’ Magazine leveled at John

Thompson. It noted that “until very recently” his detector had listed

the Union Bank of New Jersey “on the eve of breaking; and the public
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have been continually warned to beware of their bills. For some reason

unknown to us”—here the magazine appealed to the reader’s imagina-

tion—“the Reporter has ceased blackballing the Union Bank, and ex-

presses no doubt as of its soundness, although it is in fact no more

sound that it was last January, when the Reporter represented it as on

the eve of breaking.” The writer stopped short of accusing Thompson

of taking a bribe, but the implication was obvious.53

Allegations of equally outrageous behavior became commonplace

toward the end of the antebellum era, occasionally spilling out in the

financial press. The most common claim was that publishers solicited

bribes or extorted low-interest loans from fragile (or fraudulent) banks,

on the grounds that they needed to be indemnified in exchange for tak-

ing on the risk of accepting their notes. In 1857, for example, one bank

claimed to have received a letter from a publisher warning that “unless

you think it worth your while to guarantee me amply, against loss, I

shall feel compelled to discredit your institution in my Reporter.” In

1859, the Bankers’ Magazine alleged that John Tyler Hodges confronted

the directors of the Monongahela Valley Bank and “informed them

that he wanted $3,000.” The directors, a bit flummoxed, replied that

“we are not aware the bank is indebted to you in $3,000,” to which

Hodges retorted, “I know all about your affairs, and can either run you

up or run you down. If you have not the money, I’ll take good negotia-

ble paper.” The officers of the bank apparently declined his “modest of-

fer,” at which point Hodges left “in virtuous indignation . . . remarking

as he went, ‘By G—d, I’ll star you in my next issue!’” Sure enough,

when the next issue appeared, the Monongahela Bank had the star

affixed. The star in this case was the equivalent of Thompson’s “D”—a

mark of shame in the banking community.54

A truthful account? Perhaps, given that Hodges had a dubious repu-

tation. A credit-reporting agency observed that although he was a
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“shrewd, sharp [business man],” he and his brother made much of their

money in lottery tickets, pawnbroking, and other marginal specula-

tions. Their business, one anonymous source claimed, “is [profitable]

but not [considered] reputable.” Even if Hodges did not attempt to ex-

tort money, plenty of other publishers apparently did: tales of “black-

mailing bank notes lists” are too numerous to dismiss. In the 1850s, the

National Police Gazette detailed the practice in several articles, claiming

that banks supplied loans to publishers in order to secure a favorable

rating in their detectors. Bank directors, it alleged, “submit to almost

any exertion in the way of accommodations, and are liable to have

among . . . small and great bank note publishers and bulletin brokers

many thousands of dollars thus loaned out.” The detectors typically ac-

cepted the loan in the form of notes of the suspect bank, then used

their power to sell the public on the reliability of the notes, passing

them onto customers in the course of pursuing their other vocation,

bank-note brokering. According to the National Police Gazette, the

most “merciless” of these publishers would, after passing off the notes,

mark the bank as “doubtful” and “cause a sudden rush upon it for spe-

cie.” This would lead the notes to depreciate, at which time the pub-

lisher would buy them “at twenty-five or fifty cents on the dollar from

the swindled public.” The publisher could then turn around and pay his

debt to the now tottering bank in its own currency, which the bank

could not refuse to accept at full face value. To do otherwise would be

to admit that the bank’s finances were as dubious as the blackmailing

publisher had claimed.55

Publishers did not hesitate to accuse one another of this kind of

chicanery, further eroding what little confidence people put in either

the counterfeit detectors or the currency they claimed to protect. These

running rhetorical battles often took place in tight markets, where

competing detectors vied for the confidence of the local readership.

p a s s i n g a n d d e t e c t i n g 251



Detectors published in different parts of the country also took aim

at one another in proxy battles over regional economic rivalries. For

example, Van Court’s, a detector published in Boston, complained of

“gross and infamous libels . . . uttered by some of the New York prints

against [banks in Massachusetts],” adding that “there is one of the N.Y.

Counterfeit Detectors that we know of, that is prolific in getting up

false rumors about banks, and leading the public astray; and yet that

same Detector has a considerable circulation even in this city!” Another

Boston-based detector, Clapp, Fuller & Browne’s Bank Note Reporter,

leveled similar accusations, claiming that “all other reporters that circu-

late in New England are owned in New York, though sometimes dis-

guised in covers bearing the name of some Boston firm.” This same

anonymous writer went on to claim that these false detectors “are very

often used for the purpose of giving credit to banks of doubtful charac-

ter that are owned by New York parties . . . We would say, therefore, be

patriotic, and support home institutions.”56

The detectors’ contradictory listings offered a vision of a monetary

system run wild, a situation in which responsibility for the nation’s

currency (as well as its appraisal and assessment) had been ceded to

countless competing parties. There was no single judge of the genuine

who stood apart, symbolically or otherwise, from the economy; indeed,

the counterfeit detectors themselves were not immune from the vicissi-

tudes of the marketplace. At the height of the Panic of 1857, Thompson

reported the latest bankruptcies to his readers, then added, “Your hum-

ble servant has also suspended [payments of debts], together with sev-

eral other houses in Wall Street.” By way of explanation, Thompson

cited the present “want of confidence.” His former competitors greeted

the demise of this “regulator of the currency” with glee. In a typical dis-

patch, a publisher of a Cincinnati-based detector called him “the great
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New York propagandist of ‘wild-cat’ money,” accused him of taking

bribes from bad banks, and ranked Thompson’s as just one of many “bo-

gus Counterfeit Detectors.”57

These sorts of conflicts, similar to the ones that hobbled law en-

forcement efforts, reflected the profound divisions that fractured the

antebellum marketplace. There was no single guardian of the public

trust who could issue binding assessments of what was genuine and

counterfeit, solid and sham, true and false; there was no central author-

ity that stood above the fray of the national economy. Instead, a grow-

ing number of self-appointed judges emerged in the competitive

economic environment of the antebellum era, exploiting this power

vacuum to advance their own interests in the pages of their publica-

tions. Yet if the weaknesses of the system rendered many of these pam-

phlets next to useless, there was one class of capitalists who found them

helpful indeed: the counterfeiters.

Accessories to Crime

In the summer of 1835, Nathan Barlow found himself in possession of a

five-dollar note on the Whitehall Bank of New York. But there was a

problem: he could not determine whether it was genuine or counterfeit.

As he later recalled, the note “had been questioned by some but pro-

nounced to be good & genuine” by others. Still uncertain, Barlow

showed the note to his fellow passengers on a canal boat. One pro-

nounced it bogus, but another, a peddler, asked to see the note, and “af-

ter comparing it with his bank bill detector,” pronounced it genuine

and even offered to change it “as proof of his confidence.” Barlow, eager

to dispose of the questionable note, gave it to the peddler in exchange

for some other money. Secure in the knowledge the bill was genuine,
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the peddler went on to New York City, where he attempted to use the

bank note to purchase some hymn books for his next peddling expedi-

tion—only to be arrested for passing a counterfeit.58

The incident encapsulated the problem with counterfeit detec-

tors. By relying on these often inaccurate publications, readers opened

themselves up to fraud. As one self-described “struggling dealer” wrote

in the New York Herald, if people “had not these false guides they

would be more circumspect in their examination of the money they

take.” He called for a ban on their publication, arguing that “there

would be fewer attempts to entrap the unwary, who foolishly place too

great reliance upon their honesty.” An editorial in the National Police

Gazette a few years later made much the same point, arguing that de-

tectors often did as much harm as good, because “an ignorant person

who looks in a counterfeit detector, and finds no exceptions . . . will re-

ceive the new counterfeit without hesitation; when, if he had no such

thing as a detector to rely on, he would take the pains . . . to send out

the offered note to a judge of money.” Shovers of notes, this editorialist

observed, could thus cheat “those who sleep with their eyes open.”59

The principal problem was that detectors listed new counterfeits

only after shovers had passed them in stores. As one critic noted, is-

sues of bad notes “are generally ‘rushed’ in upon the community pre-

concertedly, from different points at once, and the greatest mischief

is often done before [storekeepers] have time to get the description of

the List.” Indeed, gangs of shovers timed the release of counterfeits

to coincide with the publication of the counterfeit detectors. As the

National Police Gazette reported, “counterfeit bank bills are generally

‘shoved’ at night, immediately after the issue of the counterfeit detec-

tors,” at the very moment when readers put the most faith in them. In

this way, shovers of notes made the counterfeit detector work for them

rather than against them. One shover confided that as soon as his in-
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tended victim “turned to look at a ‘detector,’ ” it was in “that instant he

considered the note as cashed, and himself as safe.”60

The dialectical relationship between shovers of counterfeits and

counterfeit detectors eventually assumed a far greater level of complex-

ity, with these publications becoming unwitting accessories to the very

crimes they chronicled. A clue to this relationship can be found in de-

scriptions of counterfeit notes, which reveal a surprising number of

counterfeits with careless errors. One issue of Thompson’s listed a coun-

terfeit on the Farmers’ Bank of Maryland in Annapolis: “genuine has

a ‘bee lit on a log’—counterfeit has no bee on the log.” Similarly, a

counterfeit on the State Bank of Ohio was described as “vignette—

ploughman, etc. The ploughman has no whip (in genuine he has), only

one of the forefeet of the dog are seen (in genuine both are).” Other de-

tectors contain a staggering number of similar errors: hands with miss-

ing fingers, misspelled words, missing punctuation, and other bits and

pieces absent from the counterfeit but present in the genuine.61

While some writers ascribed these errors to carelessness and inepti-

tude, there were more insidious reasons. An engraver named Waterman

Ormsby, who published an exposé of counterfeiting in the early 1850s,

offered the following explanation, citing examples from Thompson’s:

“The Forger will prepare his plate as perfectly as possible in every part

but one, which is designedly left imperfect to attract notice. A horse,

for instance, will be represented with but three legs. The Note will be

immediately advertised in the Lists, as a dangerous counterfeit, with its

imperfections specified.” At that point, Ormsby explained, “the coun-

terfeiter will now correct his plate, and forthwith print and circulate his

Bills, with less chance of detection.” When presented with the cor-

rected counterfeit, readers of the detector would turn to the appropriate

entry and find, much to their relief, that the bill in question did not

have the telltale flaw and was therefore genuine. The National Police
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Gazette echoed this assessment, noting that it was “a common thing for

‘koniackers,’ in getting up a new counterfeit . . . to make it differ

slightly from the genuine notes. After this issue is circulated, and de-

scribed in the detectors, the defect is remedied, and another issue is got

out.” In theory, the counterfeiters could do this ad infinitum, making

minor modifications to their plates that would permit them to remain

one step ahead. Detectors thus became a tool in the counterfeiters’ ar-

senal, a means of safeguarding the passing of bogus bills. Detectors de-

scribed the counterfeits, fostered new counterfeits, and described them

yet again—in an ongoing contest between the counterfeiter and his ad-

versaries. At times counterfeiters consciously pursued this strategy; in

other cases, they did so in the normal course of producing imitations.

As Ormsby explained, “If the counterfeiter has not the ingenuity to do

this by design, he will soon find himself doing it by accident; for it is

natural that the first thing he will think of after his fraudulent produc-

tion has been noticed by the detector, will be to alter his plate, so that it

will not correspond to the description given.”62

Counterfeiters exploited other anticounterfeiting publications, too.

Most popular among the counterfeiting fraternity was Thompson’s

Autographical Counterfeit Detector, with its facsimiles of bank presidents’

and cashiers’ signatures. The National Police Gazette predicted very

early on that counterfeiters would turn these facsimiles to their advan-

tage. Alluding to the Gazette’s network of informers, the editors wrote

that “certain organizations of counterfeiters . . . whose secrets we have

obtained, have been looking forward to the appearance of the ‘Autobio-

graphical Counterfeit Detector’ with the utmost interest.” The reason

was simple: the forthcoming volume promised to give counterfeiters

access to the “signatures of every bank note in the United States.” With

this comprehensive catalog of “standard” signatures, the counterfeiter

need only “consult the detector” and produce an imitation of the signa-
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ture that could “set all apprehension at defiance.” These predictions

came true: counterfeiters in the 1850s frequently used the book to help

duplicate the signatures on counterfeit notes. Perhaps because of these

abuses, Thompson stopped publishing the volume after a few years.63

Shovers found other ways to turn the publications of Thompson

and his competitors to their advantage. For example, rather than rely

on genuine counterfeit detectors, some passers made their own counter-

feit counterfeit detectors. Bicknell’s reported that a shover had passed

through the Ohio countryside, circulating a number of bogus bills.

When someone “expressed doubts as to their genuineness,” the shover

produced a copy of Bicknell’s Reporter—or so he claimed. “The newspa-

per was a counterfeit, as well as the pretended bank paper,” wrote the

editors in disgust. This became more common in later years, though

there were variations on this technique. Most shovers did not go to the

trouble of printing up an entirely new detector; rather, they obtained a

few copies of the pamphlet, and as the National Police Gazette explained

the technique, altered them. For example, “no counterfeit 50’s on this

bank” was made to read “no counterfeit 5’s.” One of the shovers would

then take the bogus detector into a store, ask to see the detector, and

“abstract it, and substitute a fraudulent one in its place.” After the

switch, an accomplice could go into the store and present the counter-

feit in question. By the end of the 1850s, some shovers began adopting

far more elaborate schemes to put their notes into circulation. In one

instance, a shover named Knapp toured upstate New York, offering free

classes on how to detect counterfeit bills and distributing free lists

that detailed known counterfeits—only to have his assistants follow in

his wake, passing notes that did not, needless to say, appear on these

lists.64

In assessing the impostures, the National Police Gazette left readers

with advice that presaged the words uttered by the characters in Mel-
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ville’s Confidence Man: “We caution shop-keepers and others . . . who

are in the habit of taking paper money on the authority of their coun-

terfeit detectors, not to place absolute confidence in them hereafter,

and by no means in this age of counterfeits, to take a note which they

do not know.” This was wishful thinking: every week brought new

banks, new notes, and new counterfeits—even new counterfeit detec-

tors. Confidence in the money supply became difficult to establish and

maintain. In the absence of reliable information, people necessarily

adapted: they accepted money that might be counterfeit and passed it

along to others. That otherwise law-abiding men and women became

the accomplices of the armies of shovers who roamed the nation left

some moralists uneasy. “If you find yourself in possession of a counter-

feit note,” wrote one, “throw it in the fire on the instant; otherwise you

may be tempted to pass it [and] then it may pass into some man’s hands

as mean as yourself, with a new perpetration of iniquity, the loss to fall

eventually on some poor, struggling widow.” But most people did not

consign the counterfeit to the flames. In a monetary system where the

very distinctions between what was genuine and what was counterfeit

were in constant flux, passing a dubious note to someone else was far

easier to rationalize.65

Until the Civil War, then, a counterfeit could pass as genuine, and a

genuine as counterfeit, depending on the misinformation, rumors, and

false impressions that passed for knowledge in the marketplace. The

nation-state, having ceded control of the money supply to private en-

trepreneurs, could do little to control the volatility that accompanied

this abdication. Consequently, the value of a bank note was extraordi-

narily susceptible to the self-interested manipulations of bankers and

counterfeiters. Counterfeit detectors promised to impose some order

on shape-shifting bank notes, but the entrepreneurs who published

them were as enmeshed in the system as the capitalists they claimed to
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regulate. Publishers did not monitor the money supply from a disinter-

ested perch. Nor did they do so out of selfless motives. Their aim was

to make money, and this they did, though not without lending consid-

erable assistance to those who made money in a more literal fashion.

Other private industries also sprang up to curtail the worst excesses

of the banks and counterfeiters. The most alluring of these promised to

stop the problem where it began, with the complicated craft of engrav-

ing bank notes. Indeed, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the

artistry and complexity of bank note design had reached its zenith in

an attempt to defy counterfeiters. Unfortunately, like the counterfeit

detectors, advances pioneered by this industry often played into the

hands of criminal entrepreneurs, in no small part because the profit

motive trumped all other considerations. Far from preventing fraud,

the extraordinarily competitive business of bank note engraving gave

rise to a new generation of counterfeits—and a new generation of

counterfeiters—that further blurred the quaint distinctions between

counterfeiting and capitalism.
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S I X

Ghosts
in the Machine

One day in late July 1854, a jeweler named Buckley

Benton threaded his way through the crowds that

thronged New York City’s financial district. At 111

Broadway, a block north of Wall Street, he stopped, walked up the

stairs, and pushed open the doors. This was the home of the Mercan-

tile Agency, a credit reporting firm that used a vast network of secret

informants to assess the reputation of businessmen across the country.

He came there in need of reassurance about a man named Waterman

Ormsby, whose promissory note he held. Could the clerk provide some

“intelligence” about Ormsby’s character and credit? Was this individual

truly worthy of Benton’s confidence, the intangible asset that made

commercial reputations and built fortunes?

The clerk summoned an assistant, who retrieved an enormous bound

ledger that contained Ormsby’s dossier. Benton probably knew a bit

about his quarry already. An accomplished engraver and inventor, Ormsby

had published in the previous year a widely read exposé of the bank-

note printing industry that had garnered considerable praise and atten-
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tion in the press. In that book, and in numerous newspaper articles, he

argued that the latest sophisticated engraving equipment, rather than

preventing counterfeits, enabled far more dangerous imitations to pass

undetected. Ormsby, who called for new safeguards to prevent counter-

feiting, enjoyed the patronage of numerous banks, whose notes he en-

graved at his workshop only a few blocks away at 50 Wall Street. Yet

when the clerk turned to Ormsby’s entry, the lines in the ledger told a

different story. “[Moral character] so infamous that we decline to [re-

port] it and his [business character] ranks on a par with it . . . He has

been tried for forgery & his chief [business] seems to be engraving for

forgers.” The clerk turned around and beckoned to another clerk, who

peered at the entry and then summoned the owner of the Mercantile

Agency, Benjamin Douglass. As a small crowd gathered at the counter,

Douglass explained that he could not release the report, but advised

Benton to steer clear of Ormsby, informing him that he “was a man of

no responsibility; he was a bad man, and worked for counterfeiters, and

was a counterfeiter.”1

That the era’s leading authority on bank note engraving and coun-

terfeit prevention could stand accused of being a counterfeiter might

seem, at first glance, a paradox. Or was it? Ormsby lived in an era when

the vague border that separated capitalism and counterfeiting was far

more nebulous, and like many craftsmen who struggled to survive in

the brutally competitive business of engraving and printing bank notes,

he spent time on both sides of that border, serving multiple masters.

He and his competitors had plenty of opportunities to do so: the fast-

growing cities where they plied their trade were home to not only many

of the nation’s banks, but also many of the country’s counterfeiters.

This new generation of urban criminal capitalists forged a symbiotic

relationship with the printing and engraving industry, recruiting poorly

paid craftsmen, out-of-work engravers, or in Ormsby’s case, struggling
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entrepreneurs who needed to pay debts like the one that Buckley

Benton held in his hand. In the process, counterfeiting became a col-

laborative effort that depended as much on legitimate artisans using a

reputable firm’s equipment as it did on career criminals operating out of

clandestine workshops.

That collaboration was made possible by a revolution in the art of

bank note engraving that played out over the course of Ormsby’s career.

Rather than craft each bank note plate as a single, unified composition,

engraving firms began dividing notes into many different pieces: de-

nominations, borders, and vignettes, or scenes. Each piece would be

engraved on separate pieces of steel, otherwise known as dies, and then

combined on a single plate in order to print the note. This creative di-

vision of labor shortened the time it took to engrave a bank note, and

enabled engravers to reuse dies over and over, rather than begin new

notes from scratch. Thanks to related advances, each die could also be

copied and multiplied an infinite number of times. With the prolifera-

tion of these cheap, interchangeable, and reusable dies, copies inevita-

bly found their way into the hands of counterfeiters. At the same time,

the demand for skilled craftsmen declined, and many engravers found

themselves at loose ends, easily tempted by offers to do piece work for

counterfeiters, who might hire them to engrave the name of a bank, a

denomination, or even a vignette.

In this curious fashion, the very features of industrialization that

had fostered unprecedented economic growth—economies of scale, in-

terchangeable parts, and the division of labor—also destabilized the

financial system by providing an opening for the counterfeiter, who

became the ghost in the machine of antebellum capitalism. That irony

was not lost on Ormsby, who devoted much of his life to exposing

the system’s many liabilities, even as he engraved notes for members

of the counterfeiting fraternity. A man of contradictions, he was one of
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the last craft engravers to fall victim to the corporate monopoly that

took over the industry by midcentury, and his preferred antidote to

counterfeiting called for a return to his profession’s artisanal roots.

At the same time, he was an accomplished inventor of the very same

labor-saving machinery that had streamlined his profession and put

skilled engravers like him out of work. Neither a committed capitalist

nor a bona fide counterfeiter, he embodied the inconsistencies of the

economic order behind the modernization of the bank note engraving

industry. In the end, that transformation did more than produce am-

biguous individuals like Ormsby; it also opened the door to bewilder-

ing new kinds of fraudulent bank notes that obliterated the already

fragile divide between the real and the counterfeit.2

Ormsby’s career also offers a glimpse into a series of transformations

spawned by having capitalists, rather than the national government,

control the manufacture of the country’s paper currency. This was free-

market capitalism at its most radical, and the inevitable consequence—

rampant counterfeiting—belied claims that private economic interests

inevitably contributed to the public good. Neither the banks nor the

bank-note engraving firms had a stake in the larger consequences of

their actions; neither had an interest or even an ability to make the sort

of decisions necessary to frustrate counterfeiters. Rather, most bank

note engravers and the bankers they served put profits—and their own

economic survival—before the public interest. That meant producing

notes as cheaply and efficiently as possible. But what was good for

business was good for counterfeiting, too.

Machines and Money

“The present system of Note engraving is a system of counterfeiting

in its very nature”—or so claimed Waterman Ormsby, who once de-
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scribed himself as an “agitator” on “the question of security against

forgery.” In an elaboration of this provocative thesis published in 1862,

Ormsby observed that bank note engravers in his own time could trace

their techniques back to the first person who had successfully counter-

feited paper money. Recalling the case for his readers, he pointed out

that this famous British forger, a man named Vaughan, did not coun-

terfeit the note himself. Rather, Vaughan had cut a Bank of England

note into twenty separate pieces—“as many parts as its pictorial ar-

rangement would admit.” Next, Vaughan divided the labor of engrav-

ing these fragments among some twenty legitimate engravers, each of

whom produced a discrete scroll, number, word, or vignette, all with-

out realizing the larger plan. Vaughan then collected the plates and

printed the note in twenty separate steps. “This process of engraving

the first counterfeit Note,” Ormsby informed his readers, “is now em-

ployed in manufacturing our genuine paper currency . . . The first

counterfeiter’s system, has, in fact, been legalized among us; and those

who advocate it and practise it are, in a sense, legalized Vaughans, in

many cases as unable to engrave anything themselves as was their noto-

rious predecessor.”3

This claim was not far from the truth. Beginning in the early nine-

teenth century, a remarkable series of innovations and inventions had

revolutionized the art of bank note engraving. Ormsby credited—or

blamed—many of the changes on Jacob Perkins, a Massachusetts in-

ventor who had set out to manufacture bank notes that would be both

cheaper and more difficult to counterfeit. Perkins did so by abandoning

the older system of relying on skilled craftsmen to engrave each bank

note plate according to individual specifications. Instead, he divided

the plate into dozens of pieces, or dies, and commissioned master

craftsmen to engrave each one with discrete but highly intricate de-

signs, figures, and letters. When complete, Perkins reassembled the
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dies in a strong frame to make a complete “stereotype plate.” In theory,

this concentration of artistic labor within a single design would deter

counterfeiters. This was believable, at least at first: bank notes printed

using the stereotype plate looked far more complicated than ordinary

bills. Better yet, because the plate consisted of interchangeable parts,

Perkins could serve multiple customers with the same plate. As he ex-

plained in 1806, his plate “should serve to print bills of any denomina-

tion, and for any bank, simply by removing the dies, which contain the

name of the bank, town and denomination, and substituting others

prepared for the purpose.”4

In order to cater to many banks from a common set of engravings,

Perkins could not rely on copper dies and plates, which wore out after

several thousand impressions: he needed something that could endure

countless printings. Steel was an obvious choice, but it was far too hard

to engrave. Perkins solved this problem while inventing his stereotype

plate sometime around 1804, discovering a method of “hardening and

softening steel at pleasure.” His innovation, which relied on heating

and cooling the steel under special conditions, enabled engravers to

soften a blank die, engrave it, and then harden it once again. The fin-

ished die could now withstand hundreds of thousands of impressions

without wearing out, and a single set of steel dies could thus supply

notes for hundreds of banks, all at a fraction of the usual cost.5

At the same time, Perkins devised a means of making copies of these

engraved dies in almost unlimited numbers. The “siderographic pro-

cess” worked as follows: a single element of a bank note—the denomi-

nation, the name of the bank, decorative borders, a portrait or scene—

would be engraved on a die and then treated with heat to harden it.

The workman would then place the die in one of Perkins’s inven-

tions—the transfer press—and roll a blank cylinder of soft steel over

the die under extreme pressure. The cylinder would thereby pick up a
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figure 24. In the siderographic process, the original engraving (bottom

right) was placed in the press and a “cylinder die” of softened steel (bottom

left) was rolled over it under extreme pressure, picking up the impression in

relief (bottom center). From Waterman Ormsby, A Description of the Present

System of Bank Note Engraving (1852). Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.
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copy of the image in relief—what Perkins called “a perfect fac-simile of

the original.” Then the workman would harden this cylinder, place it

once again in the transfer press, and transfer the image back onto a

blank surface of soft steel, which could itself be hardened and used to

print notes. This represented a remarkable revolution: henceforth, any

element of any bank note need only be engraved once. An infinite

number of copies could then be reproduced and transferred using the

siderographic process. Perkins claimed with some justification that he

now possessed “the power of re-producing and multiplying the works

of the greatest artists.”6

Perkins began working with expert engravers to push this system to

higher levels of sophistication. He eventually moved to Philadelphia,

where he entered into a partnership with three such artisans: Gideon

Fairman, John Draper, and George Murray. Perkins continued to im-

prove upon his machinery, while his partners handled the engraving of

new dies. Perhaps dissatisfied with the aesthetic limitations of the ste-

reotype plate, the engravers in Philadelphia developed a more flexible

process for producing complete plates. Rather than bolt individual dies

together, they used the transfer press to move designs from cylinders

directly to a single common plate of soft steel. After all the elements

had been transferred, the plate could be hardened and used to print a

note. This had certain advantages. As Perkins explained, “Various en-

gravings combined to form the figure of a note, can be transposed at

will, so as entirely to change its general appearance, and by this means, the

same original engravings may be used to form a great variety of notes,

sufficiently distinct to produce the effect of entire novelty.” Engravers

were no longer constrained by the utilitarian design of the original ste-

reotype plate.7

Though Perkins eventually moved onto other enterprises, his former

partners began to market the system that became known as the “Amer-
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ican system of bank note engraving.” A close cousin of the much-

lauded “American system of production,” the new process contributed

to a dramatic improvement in the quality of bank note engraving. As

Perkins himself explained, “each original engraving may be accurately

preserved and perpetuated ad infinitum,” making it feasible for firms

like Fairman, Draper, and Murray to invest the time and money in

extraordinarily detailed engravings—and then use and reuse those

same elements in successive bank note designs. With a modest supply

of quality dies, an engraving company could now produce an almost

infinite variety of paper money to meet the growing needs of the state-

chartered banks. During the 1820s and 1830s, Perkins’s inventions and

innovations spread throughout the country, becoming further refined

by the next generation of bank note engravers, including Waterman

Ormsby.8

Like other engravers of the era, Ormsby pursued some formal

training (at the National Academy of Design in New York City) and

learned the rest of his craft on the job. In the early 1830s he engraved il-

lustrations and book plates for several firms, and then worked as a con-

tract engraver for a bank note company in Boston. In 1835 he moved to

New York City, which was swiftly becoming the unofficial capital of

the engraving industry, thanks to the growing number of banks and

financial service companies that made the city their home. Shortly af-

terward, he founded his own engraving company, supplying vignettes

to some of the larger bank-note engraving firms, and eventually mak-

ing the plates himself. Like many in the trade, he did more than make

money: he also engraved postage stamps, checks, certificates, product

labels, portraits, even scenes on the cylinders of Samuel Colt’s mass-

produced pocket revolvers. Ormsby was also an inventor of some re-

pute, devising, among other things, a device for chopping wood. But he

dedicated most of his mechanical talents to bank note engraving and
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developed some fourteen different machines for this purpose, including

an improved version of the transfer press invented by Perkins; a ruling

machine that engraved intricate background designs found on many

bank notes; and a “grammagraph” that copied medals and medallions

onto bank note dies in order to give the illusion of a bas-relief.9

All these accomplishments made Ormsby an authority in the field,

and in 1852 he published his magnum opus, A Description of the Present

System of Bank Note Engraving, Showing Its Tendency to Facilitate Coun-

terfeiting. The quarto volume was profusely illustrated and garnered

considerable publicity in the financial press, including an excerpt and

review at the head of the Banker’s Magazine. Noting that “the crime of

counterfeiting is one that has increased alarmingly of late years in this

country,” the editors described Ormsby’s book as “an elaborate work

upon a highly important subject,” one that “deserves the especial con-

sideration of bank officers.” Other commercial publications, like Van

Court’s Counterfeit Detector, encouraged their readers to purchase cop-

ies. “Those who have never had a ‘peep behind the scenes,’ ” promised

Van Court’s, will be “astonished” to learn “that counterfeits can be so

perfectly executed.”10

Ormsby’s exposé of the “American System” of bank note engraving

had a simple thesis. The problem, he explained, “consists in the use of

labor-saving machinery and dies, and in the piecemeal or patch-work

system of Engraving necessarily resulting from their use.” The division

of labor pioneered by Perkins, combined with his techniques of copying

individual dies, meant that counterfeiters no longer had to start from

scratch when imitating a note. “Every Bank Bill in this country is com-

posed of many separate and distinct parts; and as the original plates are

engraved in parts, so the counterfeiting of them can be effected in parts

also.” Counterfeiters, in other words, could obtain copies of existing

dies, eliminating much of the work of forging a note. And as Ormsby
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explained, because “the same dies are used many times on the same

note, and also on many notes,” a single die could be used to counterfeit

many different bank notes.11

Ormsby’s argument turned conventional wisdom on its head. As

Ormsby observed in one of the many newspaper editorials he wrote in

the 1850s: “It is the character of the work engraved upon a bank note

which gives to the note a credit and circulation among the people—

more than the signatures of a President and Cashier, which are ap-

pended to it.” But “if a bank note plate is engraved and printed without

skill . . . the community may be expected to look upon the notes with

distrust; although the most dazzling autograph of a millionaire adorn

the note.” This equation of craftsmanship with authenticity was terri-

bly misguided. “New and exquisitely engraved vignettes,” he noted

in his book, may be of “surpassing elegance. But let it be borne in

mind that if a die be made, it must be made with the intention of using

it many times. The privilege of using it for the first time, may be

granted, for an extravagant price, to the Bank; and a subsequent im-

pression may actually fall into the hands of the Counterfeiter, at a less

price.” That made it very difficult for anyone, even engravers, to detect

counterfeits. “How can it be otherwise,” Ormsby asked, “if genuine

Bank Note dies are employed in making the counterfeit plates?”12

But where would counterfeiters obtain genuine dies? The most obvi-

ous sources were the banks themselves, which numbered close to a

thousand by the time Ormsby was writing. Many of these institutions

did not last, but went into receivership and bankruptcy during one of

the many financial crises of the antebellum era. In most states, espe-

cially prior to the 1850s, the banks kept in their own vaults copies of

the plates and dies used to print their notes. These assets would, when

the bank failed, be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Ormsby high-

lighted this problem in an article in the New York Times, noting that
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when banks take back their plates “from the custody of the engraver,

they take their place among the fixtures and personal effects of the in-

stitution; and when this expires they are sold, with the confusion of

desks, stoves and spitboxes, for the benefit of heirs and assigns.” Else-

where, Ormsby urged those who used bank note plates “to protect

them from abuse, and guard them with all the care and solicitude of

Vestals. They should never be treated as merchandise—sold to satisfy

clamorous creditors or starving stockholders.” This became a serious

problem from the late 1830s onward, when numerous banks failed and

had their assets liquidated. Counterfeiters could thus feed on the cast-

offs of capitalism, collecting abandoned dies and plates in order to pro-

duce imitations of other, still-thriving banks. The plates and dies used

to print notes of wildcat banks often ended up in counterfeiters’ hands

as well. All these materials could be copied “ad infinitum” once they had

entered the underground economy.13

Failed engraving firms also became a source of dies for counterfeit-

ers. Prior to the 1850s, hundreds of bank note engravers like Ormsby

catered to the growing number of institutions issuing notes. These

same engravers entered into a shifting series of alliances with one

another, forming partnerships for a few years before consolidating,

breaking apart, being absorbed, or going bankrupt. Many of these

firms, Ormsby reported, auctioned off their inventory of master en-

gravings. “Their stocks of beautiful dies have been sold at incredible

sacrifices,” he wrote in his exposé. “The original vignettes, denomina-

tions, etc., which are seen on scores of Bank Bills, now in circulation,

have been scattered over the country, enabling any one who purchases

them, to make duplicate Bank plates, so perfectly, that it would be dif-

ficult to detect the fraud.” Ormsby listed half a dozen such bankrupt-

cies, including firms that had employed artists such as Asher B.

Durand and John Casilear. These failures, he lamented, had “flooded
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the market with the very choicest materials for Bank Note frauds.”

Contemporary accounts corroborate this claim: many defunct firms’

dies ended up in counterfeiters’ hands.14

But counterfeiters could also turn to still-thriving bank note firms to

obtain dies and plates. Some counterfeiters, for example, posed as bank

officers in order to obtain these materials. Several cases in the 1840s be-

came especially infamous. In one, a well-dressed man named Captain

Pollock called on the engraving firm of Rawdon, Wright, & Hatch in

Cincinnati, and had plates engraved “upon the credit of forged letters,

representing him to be an agent of a Banking Company, about to es-

tablish a bank at Wetumpka, Alabama.” As was customary, Pollock dic-

tated the design of the note, selecting from the firm’s extensive collec-

tion of dies. After the firm engraved the plate on the “Planters’ Bank of

Wetumpka, Alabama,” Pollock paid for it and took it to St. Louis.

What the firm did not realize—or more likely did not bother to ques-

tion—was that the design Pollock selected was identical to (and even

used the same engravings as) the plate for the Planters’ Bank of Nash-

ville, Tennessee. Pollock and his associates simply hammered out the

words “Wetumpka, Alabama” and inserted “Nashville, Tennessee” us-

ing a transfer press and another die. “Thus prepared,” wrote one ac-

count of the incident, “a large amount of counterfeit Tennessee bills

were put in circulation, and so genuine was their appearance that the

Bank did not detect the imposition until a considerable sum was taken

in at the counter.”15

Over time, counterfeiters refined these schemes, and more than a

few took the strategy to its logical conclusion, impersonating officers of

an actual bank. In a typical case from 1850, a counterfeiter approached

an engraving firm on Wall Street, passing himself off as the representa-

tive of the Wisconsin Marine and Fire Insurance Company and re-

questing that the firm engrave a “facsimile” of that bank’s bills and
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print $10,000 worth of notes. Far more audacious was a venture of

James Brown of Ohio. As mentioned earlier, in the late 1830s he and

several accomplices forged a letter that purported to come from the

cashier of the Bank of Kentucky. It arrived in the Wall Street office of

Gurley & Burton, the engraving firm that printed the Bank of Ken-

tucky’s notes. The letter requested them to print $375,000 worth of

notes from the plates in their possession. The engravers complied, and

came close to handing over the cash to one of Brown’s accomplices,

who showed up in disguise at the engravers’ office in order to pick up

the proceeds. The scheme came apart at the last minute—“the transac-

tion was blown,” one witness testified—and Brown never took posses-

sion of the unauthorized notes. “The ingenuity of the attempt made is

remarkable,” one newspaper reported. “The plates were real—the im-

pressions real.” In cases like these, the dividing line between real and

counterfeit disappeared altogether.16

Counterfeiters had plenty of other means of commissioning coun-

terfeit plates. Rather than arouse suspicion by going to an established

bank-note engraving firm, they patronized less reputable engravers of

business cards and advertisements. Many of these artisans owned cop-

ies of bank note dies that they used to produce so-called advertising

notes, slips of paper that resembled bank notes but were in fact used to

hawk products and services. Many such bills, Ormsby explained, used

the same vignettes found on bank notes, and if a counterfeiter obtained

a plate for an advertising note, he could change the lettering and use it

for more nefarious purposes. Evidence of criminal activity from this

time tends to confirm Ormsby’s theory. In 1840, for example, a man

named J. T. Master approached a New York City engraver named

Joshua Lowe. As the engraver later testified, the counterfeiter “exam-

ined several specimen sheets of die impressions [and] stated that he

wished a plate made which was to be used for the purpose of making
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show bills to vend an Indian medicine.” The counterfeiter selected

a number of engravings of denominations and vignettes of the kind

found on genuine bank notes. In this case, Master eventually aroused

suspicion because he had told Lowe that he “did not wish [him] to do

the lettering” for the note, a rather curious request. But in other in-

stances, counterfeiters successfully adopted this pretense to obtain dies

and plates.17

Ormsby’s writings show him to be remarkably well versed in these

various forms of imposture and fraud. That may have had something

to do with his occasional dealings with the counterfeiting commu-

nity. Indeed, Ormsby came close to being convicted for counterfeiting

early in his career. According to court papers, he was approached in

1838 by a Philadelphia counterfeiter named Charles E. Ely, who asked

Ormsby to engrave portions of plates for the Farmers’ Bank of Orwell,

Vermont. Ely was arrested by the police, and apparently implicated

Ormsby. When examined by the authorities, Ormsby confessed that he

had “never been authorized nor has he received any order from any of

the officers for a plate of the Farmers’ Bank of Orwell to engrave,

stamp or transfer any plate or part or parts of [a] Plate or plates for the

said Bank,” though he claimed that “he was not aware” that the engrav-

ings he supplied would “be used or made a part of any Bill or Note for

the said Bank.”18

Perhaps. But two letters confiscated from Ormsby point toward an-

other interpretation. These missives, written from Ely to Ormsby late

in the fall of 1838, suggest that Ormsby’s subsequent exposé of the con-

nection between legitimate bank note engravers and counterfeiters was

rooted in personal experience. According to the court records, Ely

hired Ormsby to transfer vignettes onto a plate and then forward it to

Philadelphia. Ely promised Ormsby that if he “made such a plate, I will

letter it in that manner as a set off to the stamping, and own it between
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us.” Ely assured Ormsby that the finished plate would be well worth

their time. “Stamp the plate and send it on,” he wrote, and “I will make

your eyes slick out like a lobster’s when you see it.” He promised that

the resulting counterfeits could be “passed in every Bank and Broker’s

office in the city.” He also tried to answer Ormsby’s concerns about

some unpaid bills: “You talk about the expense of printing,” Ely wrote,

alluding to an earlier letter. “Bah! If you like it better, I will forward you

five Hundred sheets of the new plate when done and charge it on ac-

count.” Ely, in other words, was offering to pay Ormsby for his services

in counterfeit notes.19

Ormsby managed to escape an embarrassing trial in this instance—

as did Ely, who posted bail and fled. But Ormsby may have con-

tinued to work for counterfeiters on occasion, even if he avoided prose-

cution. According to the records of the Mercantile Agency, Ormsby

cared “nothing for the motives or purposes of what he engraves. Has

no credit whatever; & the only wonder is that any one should have to

inquire about him in the way of business.” The allegation came to

Ormsby’s attention after Buckley Benton’s visit to the Mercantile

Agency in 1854, prompting the engraver to sue the credit reporting

company for slander. In subsequent litigation, the Mercantile Agency

alleged that Ormsby had engraved a number of counterfeit plates on

several banks, though it offered no evidence to corroborate these

charges. It also alleged that he had engraved copper plates with discrete

words or numbers: “ten dollars,” “State of New York,” “fifty dollars,”

“10,” “Merchants’ Bank,” “Bank of North America,” and other curious

commissions, though he was hardly the only engraver to supply such

items to customers. Indeed, the firms had thousands of these bits and

pieces of bank note plates in stock, and would make copies with few

or no questions asked. According to the New York Times, the credit

agency likewise testified that Ormsby “was in the habit of engraving for

any casual applicant for plates without inquiring into his character or
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the object for which the plates were to be used, and that in this way he

engraved counterfeit plates on a number of banks in this and other

States.”20

In the end, Ormsby lost his suit, on the grounds that the agency’s as-

sessment was delivered in private, not public, and did not show evi-

dence of malice or bad faith. Ormsby appealed the ruling, only to lose

on the appellate level a decade later. But as to the more pressing ques-

tion—was he a career counterfeiter?—the courts remained silent. Pos-

sibly, though credit-reporting agencies often depended on hearsay and

other circumstantial evidence, and indeed, Ormsby attributed the ru-

mors to his competitors—a defense that was, in retrospect, not entirely

without foundation. But posing the question this way misses a larger

point: a number of developments at this time conspired to bring legiti-

mate engravers into contact with the counterfeit economy, blurring the

line between what was lawful and what was criminal. Ormsby was

hardly alone in the way he responded to the radical transformation of

his chosen profession. Bank note engraving underwent the same pro-

cess of industrialization and consolidation that other crafts did in the

nineteenth century. Competition between engravers grew especially

fierce, and the older system of masters and apprentices broke down, re-

placed by wage workers and entrepreneurs whom Ormsby derided as

“capitalists.” A growing number of freelance engravers began working

for counterfeiters as a way of supplementing their income, though

much of this illicit work was done with a “no questions asked” attitude

to avoid charges of outright complicity. Like their clients, the engravers

needed the money.

The Engraving Demimonde

The symbiotic relationship between counterfeiters and engravers had

its origins in the 1830s, when distant production centers like Cogniac
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Street lost their hold on the market. Deprived of their usual sources of

bogus notes, urban dealers and wholesalers in the eastern half of the

country began to commission counterfeits closer to home. New York

City, which by this time was well on its way to being the center of bank

note engraving, was a natural place to look for unemployed bank note

engravers and printers willing to prostitute their skills for new masters.

It, along with Philadelphia, was home to close to three-quarters of

the nation’s printing and engraving firms, and soon became the source

of most counterfeits in the United States, with imitations flowing into

New England, New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Maryland, and

western states such as Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Michi-

gan. In Missouri, the city of St. Louis harbored far fewer firms, but

nonetheless became an important regional production center, supply-

ing notes throughout the Mississippi River Valley, and to a lesser ex-

tent, the Missouri and Ohio river systems. (The South, by contrast,

was home to only a handful of engraving firms, and produced almost

no counterfeits.) By midcentury, counterfeiting was well on its way

to becoming an urban industry, much like the printing and engrav-

ing business that it depended on for paper, plates, dies, and corrupt

craftsmen.21

There was little these cities could do to halt collaboration among

criminals and engravers. Though New York City established a preven-

tative police force in 1844, and several cities followed suit in the 1850s,

officers did not enjoy a reputation for professionalism. Certainly, a

handful of more honest policemen led prosecutions of counterfeiters

during these years, particularly in New England, where a revived Asso-

ciation for the Suppression of Counterfeiting monitored arrests and

prosecutions. But the vast majority of policemen throughout the rest of

the country seem to have approached their job with an eye toward

profiting from their daily responsibilities. Some stood accused of taking
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bribes in exchange for freeing suspected counterfeiters, while others re-

fused to pursue alleged counterfeiters unless banks paid them to do so. And

more than a few fell under suspicion of collaborating with counterfeit-

ers. For example, Horace and Hannibal Bonney, the infamous identical

twins who dominated New York City’s counterfeiting operations through

much of the 1840s and 1850s, initially worked as officers on the First

Ward Police before branching out into more lucrative lines of business.22

Even when the police did do their job, they arrested very few engrav-

ers or other principals in the counterfeit economy, netting small-time

shovers and petty retailers instead. In the event the authorities captured

a key player in the counterfeit economy, they rarely secured a convic-

tion. One problem was the so-called straw bail system, in which sus-

pects would post bail with the assistance of confederates who would

pose as “reputable” men and pledge the necessary funds. The prisoner

would be released and promptly vanish; the person bailing them often

disappeared as well. In other cases, the surety (the person who assumed

responsibility for the suspect) would obtain the necessary funds from

the fugitive, pay the court, and the case would be dismissed. From the

standpoint of city governments, resolutions like these were welcome:

they provided a reliable source of funds. Many more suspects managed

to secure their freedom by “turning up” counterfeit plates, dies, or

money, or by serving as “stool pigeons” for the police. Such concessions

do not seem to have diminished the size and scope of the counterfeit

economy, and in fact may have cloaked bribes that counterfeiters paid

to police and prosecutors in order to resume their vocation. On those

rare occasions when juries and judges sent someone to prison, most in-

mates did not serve out their full sentences, thanks to state governors’

extensive use and abuse of their pardoning powers.23

These pardons were supported by many voters, who thought it

preposterous that fraudulent bankers walked free while counterfeiters
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went to prison. For example, one newspaper that favored a specie cur-

rency applauded the release of several notorious counterfeiters, writing,

“This was right. These men had been counterfeiting spurious money,

the rags of the Banks, and there was no reason why the counterfeiters of

the spurious money should be subjected to a severe punishment while

the manufacturers of it are suffered to go at large.” The rage that many

felt toward banks and bank notes might, absent any ban on paper

money generally, find expression in the decisions of judges, juries, and

even prosecutors toward those who made, sold, and passed counterfeit

bills. In a country where, as one newspaper sputtered, passers of notes

risked ending up in the penitentiary, “while the banker, who swindles

the public out of thousands, lives respected in the community,” crimi-

nal laws went unenforced, and prison sentences went unserved.24

In the case of counterfeit engravers who walked the delicate line be-

tween legal and illegal enterprise, prosecution was particularly difficult.

These artisans could always claim that they did not realize that a com-

mission was destined for a counterfeiter’s press, or could refuse to ask

the obvious questions. For example, when Waterman Ormsby was con-

fronted in 1848 about his “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy toward patrons of

his engraving business, he supposedly replied that “it was not his place

or duty to inquire into the object of his employers, or the uses to which

they intended to apply his work after it had passed out of his hands”

and that he would continue to work for “any person who would employ

and pay him, without regard to their characters or purposes.” Whether

or not Ormsby actually said these words is impossible to determine, but

the philosophy they articulated was one held by any number of strug-

gling engravers and firms operating in the 1840s and 1850s, most of

whom put their economic survival ahead of the public interest. They

lived in an economy that commoditized their labor, and inevitably ac-

ceded to its demands, selling their skills to the highest bidder.25
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The practice of freelance counterfeit engraving became rather com-

mon during the hard times of the late 1830s, when the self-described

“capitalists” of the counterfeit economy began hiring out-of-work ma-

chinists, engravers, and other skilled workers to fashion counterfeit

plates. Late in 1837, for example, the arrest of several engravers re-

vealed that Abraham Shepherd, Smith Davis, and other powerful deal-

ers had hired workmen to fashion counterfeit plates on multiple banks.

One witness testified that a machinist named John Packer who “puts or

transfers the Die work on the plates . . . had done the machine work for

four or five plates . . . for Abraham Shepherd.” Packer himself denied

this, claiming that “I know Shepherd, he has hinted to me that he

wanted me to do work for him but I never have done any for him, un-

less through other persons.” This may have been true: Shepherd man-

aged to hire Packer by sending an emissary who asked him to engrave

several plates at the rate of ten dollars apiece. Packer apparently agreed

to do the job, setting up a secret workshop outside of his daytime estab-

lishment. “I suspected the plate was for counterfeiting Bank Notes,” he

told his examiner by way of explanation, “[and] I did not want my fam-

ily to know anything about it.”26

This was hardly an isolated instance. A few years later, a man named

Isaac Baker set off for New York City to find an engraver who would

supply counterfeit plates. After poking around the city’s printing work-

shops, he found an engraver named Lee on Courtlandt Street who sup-

plied a partial plate for fifty dollars; another engraver in the same

neighborhood added a border to the plate, along with the words

“promise to pay” and “or bearer on demand,” as well as the denomina-

tion figures and the words “County Bank of Plattsburg.” Additional

engravers lent their labor to the effort, supplying dies and pieces for

the project, as well as for other plates, including one on the Clinton

County Bank and the Seneca County Bank. Baker testified that
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although a handful of engravers he approached had refused to help

him, they did not report him to the police.27

Counterfeiters commissioning plates often did so in a piecemeal

fashion so as to avoid implicating either themselves or the engravers

they hired. There was no law against ordering words engraved on

a copper plate, even if the choice of words was suspicious. In 1839, an

engraver was hired to manufacture the words “America,” “People’s,”

“Winthrop,” “The Concorde Bank,” and the “Commercial Bank,” all

pieces of full-fledged counterfeit plates taking shape under the watch-

ful eyes of a single counterfeiter, using much the same system that

Ormsby described. This strategy could push up against legal limits, as

it did in this same case. The man employing the engraver eventually

commissioned him to engrave a copy of a note on the Greenwich Bank

of New York, but quickly thought better of it, requesting that he leave

out the name of the bank. As the counterfeiter explained, “If the Police

found the plate on him they could not harm him [as] he had read the

Statute and found that neither [the engraver] or himself could be

harmed”—because the plate was not, strictly speaking, a counterfeit of

the original, even if a transfer press could readily turn it into one with

very little effort.28

These collaborations did not cease once the hard times had passed,

but instead became even more common, and often occurred with a

more explicit understanding of the ultimate purpose of the engravings.

In 1851, Joseph Rosencrans, a counterfeiter from upstate New York, vis-

ited the shop of Alexander Dangerfield and had a business card en-

graved. When Rosencrans picked it up, he asked Dangerfield if he

could engrave bank notes, too. The engraver said he could, to which

Rosencrans replied: “[You] would be surprised to find how quick men

go rich in this country if they only got in the right channel.” Dan-

gerfield replied that he, too, would like to be rich, at which point
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Rosencrans took out a bank note and asked if he could imitate it. “I

told him I could,” testified Dangerfield. “This was the first thing that

excited my suspicions against him and put me on my guard.” Perhaps,

though, the engraver went on to do work for Rosencrans, selling him

dies and plates with no questions asked. In cases such as these, the

counterfeiter typically would take possession of the plates and print

them at a separate workshop.29

In other cases, the criminal entrepreneurs who provided the financial

backing for new counterfeits went straight to the source, infiltrating

engraving firms and bribing low-level apprentices and journeymen

to print notes using genuine plates. As early as 1839, an alumnus of

Cogniac Street named Russell Moore paid a workman at a firm in New

York City to surreptitiously borrow the plates of the Bank of Seneca

County and strike off a number of notes. In an attempt to prevent

these “genuine counterfeits,” New York passed a law in 1843 requiring

that banks deposit their plates with the state’s comptroller of the cur-

rency. Other states passed similar laws in the 1850s, but many banks ig-

nored them. As one newspaper explained, “For the convenience of the

Banks these plates are frequently, and perhaps generally, left in the

hands of the engraver”—despite laws to the contrary. Other cases made

headlines in the 1850s, prompting additional calls for reform of what

one what newspaper described as “the loose laws on the subject of bank

note plates,” but these did not lead states to expand their oversight. Ab-

sent federal intervention, state regulations governing the disposition of

bank note plates remained as much a patchwork as the engravings that

constituted those plates.30

Over time, it became easier to hire corrupt employees on the “inside”

because even the lowliest workman could deliver counterfeit plates and

dies. Indeed, many of the workmen who transferred and copied dies for

counterfeiters lacked advanced engraving skills. This was a logical out-

g h o s t s i n t h e m a c h i n e 283



growth of the growing mechanization of the profession, a trend that

Ormsby lamented, even as he contributed toward it by refining the in-

ventions of Perkins and others. As mentioned earlier, Ormsby’s innova-

tions—a refined transfer press, ruling machines, geometric lathes, and

several other devices—helped move the work of engraving out of hu-

man hands. Ironically, Ormsby may have invented these devices be-

cause he lacked the human resources of the larger firms: he worked by

himself, with the help of only his son and an occasional assistant.

Whatever the reason, his innovations, and those of other inventors of

the day, meant that the twin crafts of counterfeiting and bank note en-

graving became far easier to learn than they had been in the opening

decades of the nineteenth century. “The Forger,” observed Ormsby,

“need only possess a degree of low cunning and hypocrisy, without a

particle of artistic talent.”31

No person better represented this trend than William Brockway,

a counterfeiter who worked in a print shop in New Haven in the

late 1840s. Ormsby, who devoted a whole chapter of his exposé to

Brockway, described how the counterfeiter produced one of the most

successful forgeries of the era without an iota of “artistic talent.” Ac-

cording to Ormsby (and other accounts published at the time), coun-

terfeits on the New Haven Bank surfaced in 1848. Unlike most imita-

tions, which typically had slight imperfections in the arrangement of

the vignettes or the denominations, these new frauds could not be dis-

tinguished from the original except for the handwritten serial numbers,

which did not match the banking records. Over the course of the next

year, other counterfeits exhibiting the same astonishing verisimilitude

plagued additional banks in New Haven. The only thing that con-

nected these different imitations was the fact that all had been printed

in the shop where Brockway worked. But the shop only printed notes;

it neither engraved bank note plates nor owned dies. Instead, banks
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brought the plates to the shop and supervised while workers like

Brockway printed the notes.

Brockway had devised a method of copying the plate without resort-

ing to a transfer press or any of the other contrivances used by en-

gravers. As authorities later learned, Brockway had been taking classes

at Yale with the famed chemist Benjamin Silliman. It seems that the

learned professor had lectured his students on new discoveries in

electrotyping, and Brockway had realized the implications. It was as-

tonishingly easy: first, dip a bank note plate in a solution of sulphate of

copper. Then set up a galvanic battery and run an electric current

through the solution. This would cause a deposit of copper to form on

the bank note plate. After a layer of sufficient thickness had coalesced,

the counterfeiter could remove the plate and peel the copper crust.

This negative mold could then be placed back in the solution and the

current applied once again. After another layer formed, producing an

exact facsimile of the original plate, it too could be peeled off, treated,

thickened, and used to print bank notes identical to those produced by

the genuine plate.

But how to obtain the plate without arousing suspicion? Brockway

realized he did not need the plate; a simple metallic impression would

do. When it came time to print notes from the plates entrusted by the

watchful bank officers, he made a show of testing the pressure of the

press before commencing work, and managed to slip a piece of copper

foil beneath the plate, secure an impression, and stow it in his apron.

He then subjected it to the electrotyping process, producing per-

fect copies of the original. Brockway was eventually caught (though he

became infamous again in the 1860s). But electrotyping became stan-

dard practice among counterfeiters who, Ormsby claimed, could now

multiply plates “more perfectly . . . than can the original Bank Note

Engraver by means of his Transfer Press.” Better yet, it could be done
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at a fraction of the cost: transfer presses sold for five hundred dollars

or more, but a pair of galvanic batteries and the chemicals used for

electrotyping could be obtained for as little as five dollars.32

Brockway was not the only one to exploit these technologies for the

purpose of counterfeiting. Others, including the dapper Jack Cantar,

also began exploiting electrotyping and other technological contriv-

ances. In one of several cases in which Cantar had a role, a steam engi-

neer named Alfred Scott testified that Cantar had researched patent re-

ports and experimented with galvanic batteries, and speculated on the

possibility of using the daguerreotype process in order to counterfeit

bank notes. Scott recalled that Cantar had described himself on two

occasions as “nothing more nor less than a Scientific Counterfeiter.”

Indeed, Cantar and his many associates distinguished themselves in the

application of technological advances to the “science” of counterfeit-

ing.33 Yet if several of the techniques they pioneered eased the manufac-

ture of counterfeits, their real contribution lay elsewhere. In time, the

growing sophistication of forgers like Cantar gave rise to a new genera-

tion of fraudulent notes that further obliterated the already fragile di-

vide between the real and the counterfeit.

Broken Banks and Phantom Notes

As counterfeiters became more sophisticated, so did their products.

They no longer restricted themselves to simple imitations, but began to

manufacture other varieties of bogus bank notes. Classifying and de-

fining these other frauds can be maddeningly difficult, especially be-

cause many writers in the nineteenth century frequently called any

kind of problematic note a counterfeit. That said, these other subspe-

cies of counterfeit notes can be broken down into three general catego-

ries: raised notes, altered notes, and spurious notes. These varieties of
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bogus notes became common as banks and bank note engravers went

out of business in the increasingly volatile economic climate of the

1830s. They also became easier to pass—and more popular among re-

tailers and shovers—as the currency itself became more confusing and

chaotic.

Raised notes—genuine bank bills that had their denominations

changed from a lower to a higher number—had been around the lon-

gest. Though earlier generations of counterfeiters had occasionally

resorted to inflating the value of a note in this fashion, the practice be-

came progressively easier as the “patchwork system” of engraving be-

came widespread, and copies of denomination dies fell into the wrong

hands. Forgers like Cantar would procure these dies, collect genuine

small-denomination notes (usually ones and twos of reputable banks),

and then apply solvents to erase the existing denomination. After the

note dried, the counterfeiter would stamp the higher denomination die

in the blank space. Such notes became easier to pass in later years, as it

became more and more difficult to remember the appearance of the

growing number of notes in circulation. Moreover, because each raised

note was a sui generis piece of handiwork, and surfaced in relatively

small quantities, few of the detectors bothered to keep track of them.

John Thompson, for example, asserted that “these are frauds we do

not pretend to keep the run of, as no genuine Bill is exempt from its

practice.”34

Though Cogniac Street occasionally manufactured raised notes,

such frauds did not become especially common until the late 1830s,

when a new generation of counterfeiters began producing them in ur-

ban centers. This made sense: the production of raised notes required

little equipment aside from some chemicals and a handful of dies, mak-

ing it easy to conceal their production. Moreover, the necessary raw

materials—low-denomination bank notes—could easily be obtained in
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banking centers like New York City. In one such case, for example, a

witness testified that a counterfeiter named Standish “shewed me a

[vial] of liquid which he said would take out the ink from Bills.” Eager

to help, the witness accompanied Standish to Wall Street and visited

several money brokers’ offices, changing larger bills for one-dollar notes

of the Manchester Bank. Standish then treated the notes with acid,

transforming them into five-dollar notes. In time, this became a thriv-

ing cottage industry in the urban underworld, with countless criminal

entrepreneurs engaged in acts of petty inflation.35

Using similar methods, counterfeiters also made “altered notes” us-

ing the bills of defunct, or “broken banks.” Typically, the counterfeiter

would erase the name and location of the bank and replace these ele-

ments with the title of a solvent institution. As an alternative, the

counterfeiter might remove the location only. As Ormsby explained in

his book, “Thus ‘the Farmers’ Bank, Mich.’ . . . is made to read ‘The

Farmers’ Bank, Mass.’ . . . by substituting for I C H the letters A S S!”

Such selective deletions became a common practice: one witness in an

alteration case in New York City testified that a note had been “altered

from a Bill of the North River Banking Co. which is said to be a

worthless concern . . . The said Bill was altered,” he explained, “by

striking out the letters ‘ing’ after the word ‘Bank’ and also by defacing

the letters ‘Co,’ ” transforming it into the North River Bank. Even

more cosmetic alterations could transform previously worthless notes.

One counterfeit detector, for instance, warned that bills of a defunct

bank in Romeo, Michigan, had been reincarnated as the genuine issues

of the Bank of Rome, New York, simply by extracting the letter “o.”36

Most alterations required more work, with counterfeiters erasing

and replacing multiple elements of the note. Few counterfeiters left

behind a description of these feats of erasure, but one such case from

1845 gives some indication of their working methods. According to

testimony gathered in January of that year, the police burst in on Mi-
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chael O’Brien (brother of Honora Shepherd) and Peter Van Pelt while

they were altering notes of different denominations. When the officers

searched the room, they found notes of the dead and disreputable

Lapeer County Bank of Michigan undergoing a remarkable metamor-

phosis into the far more respectable and thriving Fairhaven Bank of

Massachusetts. O’Brien and Van Pelt apparently began with the one-

dollar notes of the sort at the very top of the photograph. They would

then extract the words of the bank, the county, and the words “Safety

Fund,” as shown by the specimen in the middle. Typically, counterfeit-

ers accomplished this feat by cutting holes in a glass plate that corre-

sponded with the sections to be erased, pasting the bill to the glass, and

then dripping acid on the exposed parts of the note. After the note had

dried, O’Brien and Van Pelt would stamp the blank areas with separate

dies bearing the words “The Fairhaven Bank,” “Fairhaven,” and “Mas-

sachusetts.” Though the resulting bank note did not resemble the

authentic issues of the Fairhaven Bank, it had the general appearance

of a genuine note.37

This practice of resurrecting and reincarnating broken bank notes

was fueled by changes in the banking system itself. In the decade that

spanned Jackson’s war against the Second Bank of the United States,

the number of note-issuing banks grew dramatically from 321 in 1830,

to 531 in 1835, to 711 in 1840. Many of these corporations, especially

those in the western states, issued notes far in excess of their capital,

and eventually went bankrupt. As a consequence, by 1842 their numbers

had declined to 654; hundreds of others disappeared throughout the

1840s and 1850s. But these figures only begin to hint at the explosion—

and eventual implosion—of the paper money economy. In this same

period, the total face value of bank notes in circulation went from $61

million in 1830 to $104 million in 1835 to $149 million in 1837, before

plummeting back down to $59 million in 1843.38

Many of the banks active in the 1830s died in this financial cata-
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figure 25. A bank note of the dead and defunct Lapeer County Bank

(top) stripped of its identity (middle) and resurrected as the issue of the

reputable Fairhaven Bank (bottom). Courtesy, New York City Municipal

Archives.
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clysm, but their notes survived. Brokers often purchased these for pen-

nies each, hoping to lay claim to the remaining assets of the defunct

corporation. These notes usually ended up in the offices of brokers

in New York City, where speculators bought and sold them for a tiny

fraction of their face value. But counterfeiters also purchased these pa-

per corpses with an eye toward resurrecting them as corporations in

good standing. One New York City broker, for example, testified that

Otis Allen, a well-known counterfeiter, had asked him if “he had any

broken Bank Bills to sell.” The broker showed him several bundles

of notes, including some on the Citizens’ Bank of Augusta, Maine. Al-

len bought most of the broker’s stock, taking special interest in the

Augusta notes. A short time afterward, Allen “casually mentioned that

‘there would be a neat thing out in a few days,’ ” which turned out to be

two-dollar notes on the Citizens’ Bank of Worcester printed from the

dead notes of the Citizens’ Bank of Augusta. The notes of defunct

banks thus lived on in another guise, however fraudulent.39

Note brokers became central players in this subspecialty of the coun-

terfeit economy. In one well-publicized case, the New York City police

arrested two note brokers named Thomas and Seldon Brainard, who

had been supplying Horace Bonney and his (other) brother Erastus

with tens of thousands of broken bank bills. The officers who arrested

the counterfeiters found them engaged in “altering and re-creating

the notes of broken or defunct banks, so as to pass for the issues of

monetary institutions of Boston and elsewhere.” As the police prepared

to take the prisoners back to the station, “a Wall street broker” walked

through the door (one of the Brainards) “who at the sight of the of-

ficers . . . thrust a large package of something in the fire.” The officers

pulled it out and found thousands of dollars in notes from banks

that had perished in the financial disasters of the 1840s. When they

searched the broker’s office, they found an additional $30,000 in notes
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of lifeless banks, awaiting resurrection through feats of chemical leger-

demain.40

During the 1850s, the business of reanimating broken bank notes be-

came a thriving business. Langdon Moore, a burglar and occasional

counterfeiter, recalled how he had gotten into the business in the late

1850s. “I visited a number of brokers, purchasing several thousand dol-

lars in broken bank bills on the Metropolitan Bank of Washington,

D.C. These bills I altered to a bank with the same title in New York

City.” Pleased with his success, Moore purchased a small press, “made

the acquaintance of an engraver, who furnished me with engraved State

and location plates,” and then set to work “altering notes from failed

banks, first extracting the title, State, location, and signatures.” After

substituting the names of new banks, and “taking especial care in se-

lecting inks that would compare with the rest of the notes,” Moore

forged “the names of the officers of the solvent banks in their place.”

The counterfeiter further recalled that “this was a new industry, and as

the notes were so much better than a regular counterfeit, I could not

keep up with the local demand, to say nothing about the country

trade.” By all accounts, he was only one of many engaged in the busi-

ness, which became an integral part of the counterfeit economy by the

1840s and 1850s. By 1862, a bank note reporter observed that “counter-

feits, or fac-simile notes, are comparatively rare . . . Very few of this

description are in circulation.” By contrast, the reporter estimated that

some “nine-tenths of the bad bills in circulation [are] altered, raised,

or spurious.”41

This final class of illegitimate bills—so-called spurious notes—was

the most sophisticated kind of fraudulent currency to appear in the

mid-nineteenth century. Such bills, explained Ormsby in 1852, “are not

imitations of any genuine Bills in particular, but [are] made to bear a

general resemblance to all Bank Notes, and [purport] to be the issue of
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some solvent bank.” The appearance of the spurious note did not mat-

ter. For example, an engraver charged with forgery testified that the

counterfeiter who hired him “left [it] to my discression, to put on the

plates what I pleased.” In a case such as this, the counterfeiter would

take possession of the plate, then add the name of a plausible-sounding

bank: a “Farmers’ Bank of . . .” or a “Mechanics’ Bank of . . .” or a “City

Bank of . . . . ” Scores of real banks already had these common prefixes.

In 1858, one newspaper counted sixty “Farmers’ ” banks, forty “Mer-

chants’” banks, and twenty-five “Commercial” banks. When a counter-

feiter “incorporated” another such institution, he was trading off the

comfort, if not trust, that these conventional names generated in people

handling paper money.42

Though counterfeiters often commissioned spurious notes, it was

more common for them to print them from the plates of defunct banks.

“Genuine plates of exploded banking concerns, with the best work-

manship, have got into the hands of counterfeiters, by purchase,” com-

plained one newspaper in 1855. “The names of the banks have been al-

tered readily, so as to be similar to that of well-established banks.” Few

states had regulations governing the disposition of a dead bank’s plates

on the assumption that they would be of little use to counterfeiters.

This was wrongheaded, and in New England, the second incarnation

of the Association for the Suppression of Counterfeiting managed to

have legislation passed in Massachusetts requiring that these plates be

destroyed. But this was an exception, and the plates of many defunct

banks enjoyed a curious afterlife, reincarnated as nonexistent banks.43

Such frauds worked because most people rarely looked beyond

superficial signs of authenticity. It was sufficient for a note to appear

well engraved and vaguely familiar. Take, for example, a two-dollar

note of the Globe Bank of New York, which was engraved as well as

any other genuine note from the era. But there was no such institution
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as the Globe Bank of New York. Nor, for that matter, was there any

such bank as the Danbury Bank or the Lockport Bank, other spurious

notes printed from this same plate. As the counterfeit detector mag-

nate John Thompson testified in a trial of one of the counterfeiters

concerned in passing these notes, the bill was “fraudulent & worthless,

as there is no Bank of that title or name, nor any Banking Company

doing business under that title or name.” He added that while “there

was a Bank called the Lockport Bank, about ten years ago . . . it was

closed & there is now no such Bank in existence.” This also became a

common strategy of the new generation of counterfeiters: produce a

note that evoked memories of a once-extant bank.44

There was some poetic justice in all of this. The casualties of cap-

italism’s relentless competition arose from the dead and moved with

new purpose. Cast-off plates and dies, lifeless paper promises of bro-

ken banks, out-of-work engravers, reputations of now-defunct corpo-

rations: all came to life, animated by the necromantic powers of the

counterfeiter. Once resurrected and reincarnated, they mingled with

their genuine counterparts, further eroding confidence in the currency.

The growing number of these fraudulent bills gave rise to a serious

symbolic crisis, as engravings of bank names, denominations, and other

emblems of value slipped their material moorings and began appear-

ing on an ever-multiplying variety of fraudulent notes. As a conse-

quence, the question of how to prevent these new species of counterfeit

notes became an abiding obsession of the financial community by mid-

century. Waterman Ormsby had his opinions on how to best prevent

the fraud. So, too, did his many detractors.

The Search for a Solution

During the 1840s and 1850s, engraving partnerships grew ever larger,

absorbing competitors, pooling collections of dies, and making greater

294 g h o s t s i n t h e m a c h i n e



use of the “labor-saving machinery” that Ormsby derided. As one of

the few bank note engravers who continued to operate his own firm at

this time—the New York Bank Note Company—Ormsby witnessed

and experienced this process of consolidation firsthand. He would later

recall that “as the original founders of engraving companies passed

away, men of capital occupied their places, until at last the latter alone

remain, in power supreme, and Bank Officers are brought face to face

with the Engraver no more.” As a consequence, “when business is

dull, the hired Engraver is turned away, and still the capitalist lives in

affluence on the profits constantly accruing from the use of the artist’s

previous labor, in the shape of accumulated dies.” Marx never identified

the bank note industry as a signal example of the revolution in pro-

duction so characteristic of his age. But Ormsby did, and in rhetorical

offensives like these, he fought to maintain the artisan-engraver’s con-

trol over his own labor—to maintain ownership of the “means of pro-

duction.” That his labor was going toward the manufacture of bank

notes—the sacred totems of capitalism that had already underwritten a

similar revolution in labor relations in other parts of the economy—

made his campaign all the more quixotic.45

Ormsby nevertheless spent most of the 1850s and 1860s advancing a

new method of engraving that he believed would restructure his pro-

fession along more equitable lines. It would also, he promised, put an

end to counterfeiting. Ormsby’s solution was to “dispense entirely, and

for ever, with the use of dies, machinery, and other mechanical contriv-

ances, by means of which the business of Bank Note Engraving is ren-

dered so profitable to those engaged in it.” In effect, he tried to turn

back the clock to a time before Perkins’s inventions (as well as his own

improvements) and restore the artisan craftsman to his rightful place.

The “Unit System,” as Ormsby’s solution became known, called for an

end to the discrete symbols, signs, and vignettes that made up most

bank notes. Instead, he urged banks to commission plates engraved as a
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single, highly detailed, interwoven scene that blended the lettering, de-

nomination, and all other parts of the note into a unified whole. The

artisan, in other words, would retain control over his creation, rather

than having it appropriated by the hated “capitalists” who bought and

sold the products of his labor.46

The few notes that Ormsby produced using this system became

masterpieces of the engraving art, studied, collected, and treasured by

numismatists. The one-dollar bill of the Carroll County Bank, New

Hampshire, was the first that he engraved under the dictates of the unit

system. Though Ormsby evidently used existing dies for a handful of

elements, the central vignette is intricately woven into the denomina-

tion and the name of the bank, a feat of artistry that took weeks if not

months to accomplish, and cost the engraver almost five hundred dol-

lars. But the time devoted did yield a dividend. A decade after Ormsby

finished the job, the cashier of the Carroll County Bank testified that

no counterfeiter had altered or imitated Ormsby’s plate. This was prob-

ably true: someone trying to alter the note using acids would have de-

stroyed the vignette in the process. Moreover, the intricacy and size of

the engraving tended to discourage counterfeiters from spending time

fashioning an imitation plate. There were far simpler bank notes that

could be counterfeited using existing dies.47

Ormsby obviously had complicated motives for advancing this sys-

tem. His solution, which dispensed with the use of dies and other con-

trivances that enabled the division of labor between workmen, was an

expression of economic anxiety as much as anything else. Those anxi-

eties only intensified in the 1850s, as mergers and acquisitions reduced

the number of bank note engraving establishments to only a few, each

of which employed scores of employees and contract workers to do the

most specialized tasks. Ormsby nonetheless continued to cling to the

older model of a family proprietorship, working with his son and occa-
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sionally hiring an assistant or two. His solution—the unit system of en-

graving—would have required everyone else to reverse course and fol-

low his lead. Indeed, he once wrote that if everyone adopted his system,

“instead of only seven gigantic monopolies, there would be seven hun-

dred.” Ormsby naively envisioned a world in which “every bank would

choose its own engraver [and] the design of every bill should be a large,

original picture, engraved by the hand of the artist on the plate itself.”

To those who might object that “there are not engravers enough to do

the work,” Ormsby had a revealing retort: “Well, if all engravers are

sought after, and fully employed, there would be none to do the coun-

terfeiting.” This was an acknowledgment, perhaps, of the assistance he

and many others had lent to the counterfeiting community, as well as a

seething indictment of his profession’s industrialization.48

Only the Carroll County Bank commissioned Ormsby to engrave

notes under this system, though many other banks hired him to pro-

duce bills using more conventional methods. Most made this choice

because they did not want to spend the extra money required by the

unit method. “When a bank is about to order a set of plates,” wrote

Ormsby in an editorial in the New York Times, “it generally . . . regards,

first, what it considers to be economy—a saving of expense . . . ‘Of

course’ they want the best work. But, of course, they want to declare a

dividend on their first six-months’ business, and so . . . they can’t pay

much for their plates and printing.” New banks generally chose from

an existing stock of dies rather than go to the trouble of having new vi-

gnettes engraved. Many bank note companies cut prices further by pro-

ducing “general plates” for their more cost-conscious customers. A

financial newspaper, explaining the practice, noted that one engraving

company has “prepared several sets of general plates, leaving apertures

for the name of the bank, the town and the State” in order “to accom-

modate banks who do not wish to incur the expense of a set of special
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plates.” One counterfeit plate could thus do the job of many, the paper

observed: “It will be the easiest thing imaginable to use the same plate

for all the banks using the plates, and thus counterfeits may be almost

indefinitely multiplied.”49

The financial press assailed these arrangements, complaining, as one

newspaper did, about this “miserable spirit of false economy.” Striking a

similar tone, another financial journal complained that “banks have

been multiplying on all sides, with small capitals, necessarily restricting

themselves to economise in procuring plates.” But banks proved deaf to

such criticisms because they had little to gain from making their notes

impervious to counterfeiting. Though banks lost some money by mis-

takenly redeeming counterfeit notes, tellers caught most of the bad

bills. The burden of bad notes fell instead on those least able to afford

it: the working class, the illiterate, and others who lacked a strong fa-

miliarity with the different bank notes in circulation.50

Still, inventors and bank note engravers besides Ormsby attempted

to develop techniques for frustrating counterfeit, altered, and spurious

notes. The firm of Danforth Wright & Co., for example, printed one-

dollar bills bearing a single circle; two-dollar bills had two circles; three

had three; and so on. A similar safeguard used an image of coins. A dis-

crepancy between the number of circles or coins and the denomination

of the note indicated a raised note. Yet an article assessing this tech-

nique dismissed it, noting that “it is difficult . . . for the masses to recol-

lect these devices.” Indeed, few people kept track of these inconsistent

and uncoordinated anticounterfeiting measures, which also included

special kinds of paper, watermarks, and what was called “uniformity” in

design. Proponents of this last solution often invoked the example of

the Bank of England, which had few problems with counterfeiters by

the mid-nineteenth century. As one would-be reformer observed, the

fact that their notes were “the principal circulating medium throughout
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the country . . . so familiarizes every one with Bank of England notes,

that the most casual observer could readily detect a spurious imitation

if exhibited.” This same inventor proposed that “instead of the [three

hundred and thirty one] Banks in the State of New-York issuing differ-

ent forms or devices of notes as they now do, there be but one form of

note for all.” An excellent idea, but most banks in New York and else-

where refused to abdicate control over the design of their notes. This

was the price of private money creation.51

Some banks and banking associations turned to special inks as a

substitute for these more radical reforms of the banking system. The

New England Association for the Suppression of Counterfeiting took

a special interest in this issue, thanks to the growing problem of altered

notes. In 1853, the association opened a competition promising five

hundred dollars to any inventor who could create indelible ink. As

an added safeguard, it invited readers to test specimens submitted to

the association, promising one hundred dollars to anyone who man-

aged to alter them successfully. A year (and many altered notes) later,

the association was forced to conclude that “nothing has yet been of-

fered which the Committee can recommend as a perfect protection

against alterations.” The committee members who had overseen the in-

quiry could only recommend that banks print different denominations

on different-sized pieces of paper—which would, in theory, make it

more difficult to pass an altered note.52

Meanwhile, several new kinds of bogus bills made using calotype

photography had surfaced, creating a small panic among the member-

ship of the association and in the larger banking community. These

new notes triggered an ontological crisis, obliterating the fragile divide

between real and fake. “One such note, or copy, has been taken and

presented to the Cashier of a Bank in State Street,” reported the associ-

ation in 1855. “Expressing some surprise at the appearance of the Note,
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[the cashier] unhesitatingly declared it to be a true bill, beyond all

doubt, because the signature was genuine—was his own signature; of

that he was sure!” Alarmed, the association could only recommend to

its members that banks frustrate these new counterfeits by printing

notes in black and red ink, an idea it subsequently abandoned after

counterfeiters managed to tint their photographic notes.53

The association continued to pursue its quest for tamper-proof bank

notes, but not without becoming enmeshed in a bizarre controversy

over the feasibility of special ink and paper developed by Christopher

Seropyan, an inventor residing in New York City. His patented inven-

tion consisted of “oil-colored paper” printed with a translucent indigo

ink that was “equally or more fugitive than the color of the paper itself.”

In addition to preventing photographic counterfeits, Seropyan claimed

that his notes could not be altered. Intrigued, the association put his in-

vention to the test, but found it wanting. One member reported that

Seropyan’s invention had “proved to be quite vulnerable.” In fact, the

notes were especially dangerous because they “circulated as unalterable,

and would, therefore, probably not be so closely scrutinized, upon that

point, as ordinary Bank Notes.” Another member concurred, warning

that “the public is thus thrown off its guard upon this point” if the

notes issued came with an “assurance from highly respectable authori-

ties that they cannot be altered.”54

Most every method of detecting counterfeits attracted this criticism

sooner or later. It made sense: any defense that could be breached

would play into the hands of the counterfeiters, who could exploit the

false sense of security such assurances induced. It was the same prob-

lem many readers had with the detectors, and the association conse-

quently began to view the possibility of a technological fix with serious

skepticism. Seropyan and his allies, of course, did not see it this way,

and they launched a public relations campaign that culminated in a
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flurry of accusations published in the financial papers. Much of the dis-

pute was rooted in regional rivalries, with banks in New York lining up

behind Seropyan and banks in Boston supporting the association. The

New York banks, already suspicious of their counterparts in New Eng-

land, dismissed their concerns as somehow politically motivated. In the

end it did not matter: whatever its merits, few banks adopted the indel-

ible ink. Nor was any particular safeguard adopted en masse, and by the

end of the decade, the problem of altered, spurious, and counterfeit

notes had only worsened.55

Ormsby followed these developments, perhaps delighting in evi-

dence that a simple technological panacea was beyond reach. But by

the late 1850s, he had more pressing concerns. Aside from his ongoing

lawsuit against the Mercantile Agency, Ormsby was struggling finan-

cially, thanks to yet more changes in his industry. In the wake of the

Panic of 1857, almost all of the surviving partnerships had combined

into a sprawling entity: the American Bank Note Company. It was the

first bank note corporation (all the others had been partnerships) and

amalgamated no fewer than seven separate firms—“all the firms now

engaged in the business of Bank-Note Engraving and Printing in the

United States,” one announcement proclaimed. This was not entirely

accurate: Ormsby’s New York Bank Note Company remained on the

sidelines, barely clinging to life. His competitors, he claimed, had or-

chestrated his downfall, spreading rumors of his alliances with known

counterfeiters. In a bitter screed published in 1862, he could only la-

ment that “the entire control of the Note Engraving business . . . has

passed from the artist into the hands of mere capitalists.”56

This accusation was accurate, but not in the conventional meaning

of the word “capitalist.” The new monopoly was unlike any corporation

before it, completely dominating the industry and centralizing its pro-

duction, distribution, marketing, and sales divisions into a single build-
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ing in New York City. “Its business is thoroughly systematized in its

operations, and is divided into separate departments,” noted one jour-

nalist who visited company headquarters. “Each department [is] under

the charge of a competent superintendent, and all under the direction

of a general manager, who is held accountable by a Board of Trustees.”

The new monopoly also adopted a “systematic division of labor” and

other tools of scientific management. The bank-note engraving busi-

ness thus became the first business in the nation to achieve the vertical

and horizontal integration characteristic of the modern industrial age.

This was a paradox: the very industry that had manufactured the paper

symbols of an anarchic system of capitalism now became the harbinger

of an entirely new economic order, one populated by corporate com-

bines, industrial behemoths, and monopolies. Indeed, so dominant did

the American Bank Note Company become that, as this writer ob-

served, it “begins to hold the same relation to the paper currency of the

country, that the United States Mint holds to the specie currency.”57

The consolidation did not, however, put an end to counterfeiting. In

1862, with the Civil War entering its second bloody and inconclusive

year, the New York Times offered a gloomy assessment of not only the

war but also the currency that was supposed to pay for it. In a lead

article that repeated many of Ormsby’s arguments (and indeed, may

have been written by the failed engraver), the paper warned its readers

that counterfeit notes had become so ubiquitous that they threatened

to undermine what little faith people still had in the money supply.

Citing the “six thousand varieties of counterfeit money” in circula-

tion, in addition to the many other kinds of bogus bills passing from

hand to hand, the Times lamented what it described as a “spectacle . . .

degrading to our National character, as well as an overwhelming con-

demnation of the system of Banking and Bank-note Engraving.”

Counterfeiting, the article concluded, was “undermining our morality
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as a Nation.” It was, the headline proclaimed, a “National Evil De-

manding a National Remedy.” The editorialist’s plea was impassioned

as well as prescient: the Union was under siege, and out of the exigen-

cies of war came an answer to the long-standing question of how to

protect and maintain confidence in the currency. All the parties to

the problem—engravers like Ormsby, his former competitors, the pub-

lishers of counterfeit detectors, banks and bankers, even the counter-

feiters—found themselves drawn into the war. All would play a role.

None, however, could have anticipated how very different their world

would be once the firing stopped.58
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S E V E N

Banking
on the Nation

Late in the summer of 1861, as the Union and the Confed-

eracy prepared for a long, punishing war, a novel form of

paper money made its appearance: the greenback. The

most common denomination was the five-dollar bill, which offered an

object lesson in economic and political nationalism. The federal legis-

lation sanctioning the issue—“Act of July 17, 1861”—crowned a

portrait of Alexander Hamilton, advocate of a robust federal presence

in the economy. The oversized assurance that dominated the center

of the bill—“The United States Promise to Pay to the

Bearer Five Dollars on Demand”—was one that would have

resonated with Hamilton, a firm believer in the unifying power of the

national debt. So, too, would the symbolism of Thomas Crawford’s

statue Freedom Triumphant in War and Peace, which occupied the left

side of the bill. As a piece of propaganda, the money conveyed a mes-

sage of national unity aimed not only at the Northern financiers who

would underwrite the war, but also at the Southern states whose seces-

sion had triggered the conflict.
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These notes did more than convey patriotic sentiment; they simul-

taneously underwrote the military campaign to preserve the Union.

The federal government, faced with a financial crisis after the outbreak

of war, turned to this new, national currency to pay its bills. But what

began as a struggle over the financing of war swiftly acquired a deeper

significance in both the North and the South. Whereas the South re-

mained wedded to an older model of monetary policy in order to

finance its bid for secession, a growing number of reformers in the

North came to see the fate of the currency as interdependent with the

fate of the nation. In articulating this vision, they fashioned not only a

new system of currency, but also a new United States, one that made

confidence in the nation synonymous with confidence in the nation’s

money—and vice versa. Their program, enacted in a series of halting

and tentative steps, gradually spelled an end to the private monetary

system and the counterfeit economy it had fostered. In place of the in-

choate and confusing system of state bank notes, national leaders cre-

ated a uniform currency, of equal value and acceptable everywhere, that

rested on the public credit of the country rather than private assets of

countless corporations.

As symbolic expressions of the authority of the federal government,

these new bills had a sanctity that the old notes lacked. But like most

symbols of authority, they meant nothing if the government could

not safeguard them from imitation. This threat did not take long to

materialize: shortly after the first greenbacks appeared, counterfeiters

set to work producing their own versions of the new money, with of-

ten spectacular success. Indeed, the potential profit involved in coun-

terfeiting a national currency far outstripped the more modest issues

of the previous decades, and the ranks of the counterfeiters swelled

during the war. But their enterprise, once tolerated and even cele-

brated, provoked a very different response now that the survival of the
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nation was at stake. What was once a nuisance or even an alternative

source of currency was now a crime against the state, a treasonous as-

sault on the nation’s finances, and one that demanded a swift and ruth-

less response by the federal government.

The federal campaign against counterfeiting took shape in the shadow

of Crawford’s statue, which by the end of 1863 graced not only the

greenbacks, but also the dome of the nation’s capitol in Washington.

The towering bronze figure faced east, overlooking a ramshackle clus-

ter of dilapidated brick buildings a block away that was anything but a

symbol of freedom. Known as the Old Capitol Prison, this makeshift

penitentiary housed thousands of deserters, bounty jumpers, blockade

runners, spies, rebel soldiers, and as the Civil War dragged on into the

summer of 1864, counterfeiters. They arrived in small groups that year

in the company of a short, powerful man dressed in a black coat, his

eyes shaded by a broad-brimmed black hat. This was Colonel William

P. Wood, the warden of the Old Capitol Prison and the founder of the

U.S. Secret Service. From his base in the heart of the federal city,

Wood launched the government’s campaign against counterfeiters of

the new national currency. What began as an informal, uncoordinated

effort soon gained momentum, and after gaining official sanction for

his operations, Wood started building what would become the first na-

tional police force in the country’s history. From its humble beginnings

in the precincts of the Old Capitol Prison, the Secret Service waged a

ruthless campaign to suppress and dismantle the counterfeit economy

that had thrived for close to a century. In the coming years, Wood and

his successors fashioned a powerful bureaucracy that safeguarded the

government’s monopoly over the money supply, insuring the symbolic

and material union between the country and the currency first forged

during the Civil War.
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Legal Tender

In the decades leading up to the Civil War, the federal government

adopted a policy of benign neglect on monetary matters. After Andrew

Jackson vetoed the rechartering of the Second Bank of the United

States, the Hamiltonian vision of a strong central government linked to

the interests of the capitalist class became ever more irrelevant. This

trend intensified in the 1840s, with the establishment of the Indepen-

dent Treasury, which conducted all of the government’s business in

gold and silver coin. As William Gouge, a longtime opponent of paper

money, would observe in 1854, “Having separated itself entirely from

paper money banks, the United States government [was] no longer re-

sponsible for the evils they produced.” The spread of a sprawling sys-

tem of state chartered banks was one consequence of this disengage-

ment. The proliferation of bogus bank bills was another.1

The combination of a weak federal government and a multifarious

money supply proved a liability in the opening months of the crisis be-

tween North and South. Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln’s secretary of the

treasury, had the misfortune to inherit this system. Though blessed

with experience as a governor and senator from Ohio, Chase had al-

most no knowledge of business or finance (though he had, by most

accounts, a fairly generous estimation of his own abilities). Upon as-

suming office, he found a sizable deficit bequeathed by the outgoing

Buchanan administration as well as a sharp decline in tax revenues.

Worse, the Independent Treasury Act of 1846 required that what little

funds the government possessed be locked up in gold and silver and

that all expenditures be paid for in the same. This, then, was the un-

pleasant situation of the federal government on the eve of a war that

would ultimately cost more than two billion dollars.2
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Chase, like most everyone else who came to play a role in the finan-

cial revolution of the Civil War, moved toward solutions to these prob-

lems with a mixture of confidence, blindness, and trepidation. Certain

that a quick victory was at hand, he and others initially saw little need

to overturn the monetary system already in place. But as the South held

on longer than expected and the aims of the war grew more ambitious,

Chase and his allies sought to do more than cleanse the nation of slav-

ery; they also moved to assert federal control over the money supply. In

the process, the war on slavery and states’ rights became curiously in-

tertwined with a constitutional and legislative war on the system of

banking and counterfeiting that had served and plagued the country

for decades. But that joint agenda was slow to coalesce. In the opening

months of the conflict, the more pressing problem was how the North

would finance the war.

In the summer of 1861, Chase managed to convince Congress to pass

legislation authorizing him to borrow up to $250 million by issuing

bonds payable in twenty years, along with two different kinds of trea-

sury notes. The first was a short-term note that matured in three years

and yielded interest payments of 7.3 percent. The second did not yield

interest but was in theory repayable in specie when presented at the

subtreasuries. Called “demand notes,” these latter issues were meant to

circulate, and marked a faltering first step toward a uniform national

currency. There was some precedent for this step: the U.S. treasury had

issued small quantities of federal notes in the past as a stopgap measure

during wartime or periods of financial panic. But these earlier forms of

federal currency rarely circulated as a medium of exchange, and gener-

ally came in high denominations. By contrast, the demand notes con-

sisted of fives, tens, and twenties. In a symbolic gesture, the five-dollar

notes depicted Alexander Hamilton, the first secretary of the treasury

and an early proponent of a national currency. Still, in a sign that Chase
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did not comprehend the magnitude of the undertaking, Treasury De-

partment officials signed every note, as was the custom with currency

issued by state-chartered banks. As the burden of signing several mil-

lion notes became apparent, the department substituted engraved sig-

natures in place of handwritten ones.3

Had the North won a few decisive battles during that first summer,

the impetus for a national currency would have ended with the initial

issue of demand notes. But Bull Run and a series of Confederate victo-

ries crushed hopes that the war would soon be over. Chase therefore

turned to the financial community of New York City in the hopes of

selling the bonds approved by Congress. In August 1861, he met with

the city’s bankers to secure the purchase of $150 million in government

securities. In a misguided bid to maintain the hard-money doctrine

symbolized by the Independent Treasury, Chase insisted that the par-

ticipating banks pay for the bonds in specie. As a consequence of this

requirement, specie began to flow from the banks into the govern-

ment’s coffers and out again into the hands of people presenting the re-

cently issued demand notes. Neither the government nor the banks

managed to accumulate specie, which rapidly disappeared into private

hoards or into the safes of speculators. By December, the banks had

suspended specie payments on both their notes and their obligations to

the government.4

Chase’s insistence on specie payments had led to an unfortunate im-

passe, one that demanded an even more revolutionary solution that

would ultimately expand the federal government’s control of the cur-

rency at the expense of the state-chartered banks. His initial mistakes

aside, Chase was well suited to orchestrate that revolution, even if he

had misgivings about the constitutionality of some of the more radical

provisions that passed into law. As governor of Ohio in the 1850s, he

had already intimated that a uniform national currency was far prefera-
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ble to the hodgepodge of currencies then in place, a view shared by

many westerners. And in a letter to a newspaper editor in October 1861,

Chase proclaimed, “I never have entertained a doubt that it was the

duty of the general government to furnish a national currency. Its ne-

glect of this duty has cost the people as much as this war will cost them.

It must now be performed, not merely as a duty but as a matter of nec-

essary policy.”5

The same message, further elaborated, furnished the centerpiece of

his report to Congress in December 1861. He used the occasion to re-

visit the infamous Briscoe decision of 1837, which had declared state

bank notes constitutional. The result, he observed, had been a bank

note circulation governed by the “laws of thirty-four States and the

character of some sixteen hundred private corporations.” Such variety

did not lend itself to stability. “Under such a system, or rather lack of

system,” Chase observed, “great fluctuations, and heavy losses in dis-

count and exchanges, are inevitable.” Even worse, the inevitable failures

of less solvent institutions meant that “considerable portions of the

circulation become suddenly worthless in the hands of the people.”

The solution, Chase averred, was an expanded issue of demand notes

combined with a “moderate tax, gradually augmented, on bank notes,”

which would, over time, yield a uniform currency issued and controlled

by the federal government. This alone would not solve the pressing

financial needs of the nation, and so Chase suggested that the govern-

ment sanction the creation of national banks that would, as a require-

ment of incorporation, purchase federal bonds as a security for

the notes they issued. Such banks, while underwriting the war effort,

would also issue notes “bearing a common impression,” or what would

become another kind of uniform national currency.6

All of Chase’s proposals eventually became law, but not in the order

he envisioned. Dismantling the existing banking system, whether by

taxing its notes or creating competing institutions chartered by Con-
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gress, was not feasible at this point; resistance from the banking com-

munity was too strong. Nor would such moves meet the government’s

desperate need for money to pay its creditors. When the House Com-

mittee on Ways and Means took up Chase’s report, they addressed the

need for money first—and for good reason. The demand notes already

issued had begun to depreciate, thanks to the scarcity of specie; doubts

now began to circulate about the government’s ability to redeem its

promises. Moreover, the legislation passed thus far had not made the

demand notes legal tender; that distinction was held by gold and silver

coin alone. As with the depreciated bills of state-chartered banks, credi-

tors could refuse the demand notes when presented in payment of

debts, making them an unreliable medium for the banks and the gov-

ernment to pay their bills.

The solution to this conundrum was relatively straightforward: make

the existing notes legal tender while simultaneously issuing new notes.

This fiat currency—which like the earlier demand notes came to be

called “greenbacks”—was approved only after considerable debate. To

its detractors, the move was eerily reminiscent of the moment when the

Continental Congress resorted to the printing press to underwrite the

Revolution, with disastrous results. “The whole argument used in favor

of the issue of these legal tender notes,” proclaimed Representative

Owen Lovejoy, “is based upon precisely the same foundation as the old

theological dogma, crede ut edes, et edes—believe that you eat the real

flesh of Christ in the wafer, and you do eat it. Believe that this piece of

paper is a five dollar gold piece, and it is a five dollar gold piece.” Dis-

missing such “legislative legerdemain” as nothing more than “a delusion

and a fallacy,” Lovejoy warned that “there is no precipice, there is no

chasm, there is no possible, yawning bottomless gulf before this nation,

so terrible, so appalling, so ruinous, as this same bill that is before us.”

Abandoning the specie basis of the currency, Lovejoy warned, would

mark the beginning of the end of the nation itself.7
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Representative Samuel Hooper thought otherwise. A Boston mer-

chant of conservative credentials, Hooper had devoted much of his

career to the cause of banking reform, writing extensively on the prob-

lems of the nation’s increasingly inchoate currency. In a series of pam-

phlets published in the 1850s, he had warned of the “great system

of counterfeiting” that the state-chartered banks had fostered and he

campaigned to force banks to hold greater reserves of specie to back the

notes they issued. Hooper was not the sort of politician who could be

counted on to support legislation that eschewed the widely held belief

that specie alone was the basis of a sound currency. But that made his

conversion to the legal tender cause all the more effective. As he ex-

plained in a pragmatic plea to the House on February 6, 1862, “Every

intelligent man knows that coined money is not the currency of the

country.” The real issue, he noted, was “whether the Government shall

depend on the irredeemable and depreciated notes of suspended banks,

and use them as the medium in which to pay its debts to contractors

and soldiers and others, or whether it shall make use of a paper issue of

its own.” That paper issue, Hooper suggested, should consist of legal

tender notes that could be converted on demand into the twenty-year

bonds authorized the previous year. They would not, however, be re-

deemable in specie any time in the foreseeable future. His earlier views

notwithstanding, Hooper was adamant about making the issues legal

tender. “To strike out the legal tender clause from this bill would make

it useless,” he warned, adding that “many of the banks now refuse to re-

ceive and pay out the demand notes.” Simply issuing more would mean

a further depreciation in their value.8

In the end, the arguments of Hooper and his allies won the day, de-

spite the misgivings of Chase himself, who thought making the green-

backs legal tender a dangerous, if inevitable, step. Having passed the

House, the bill proceeded to the Senate, where it fell into the protective
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custody of allies like Senator John Sherman of Ohio, who had replaced

Chase when he departed for the Treasury Department. The younger

brother of William Tecumseh, Sherman shared Hooper’s growing con-

viction that the existing circulation of state bank notes must be

replaced with a uniform national currency. And as Sherman’s like-

minded colleague, Senator James Doolittle of Wisconsin, observed,

making greenbacks legal tender was a first step in that direction. “This

government,” he argued, “must assert its constitutional authority over

the currency in some practicable way, and it seems to me that the mode

proposed in this bill is the simplest and most direct.” That Sherman

and Doolittle hailed from the West was no accident: the region’s trou-

bled monetary history led them to embrace the new, national currency.9

The final legislation, signed into law by Lincoln on February 25,

conferred legal tender status on the emission of some $100 million in

greenbacks, as well as the $50 million worth of demand notes al-

ready issued. Public response to the issues was favorable, at least in the

Northern press. In a typical dispatch, the New York Herald spoke of the

“general joy and satisfaction” that greeted the greenbacks, citing them

as “proof that the people are, and have been, long dissatisfied with the

irresponsible bank money with which they have been flooded. Hence

they hail with joy a currency standing on the good faith of the nation—

a currency as secure as the nation itself.” A few months later, the Herald

observed that the greenback was a proxy for the “patriotism of the peo-

ple, who, under no circumstances, will depreciate them; for that would

be only destroying their own public credit, and the loss would have to

fall ultimately upon themselves.”10

That message was reinforced by the appearance of the greenbacks,

which became miniature emissaries of the federal government, provid-

ing evidence in everyday life that the fate of the nation was now en-

twined with the banalities of economic exchange—and vice versa. The
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most obvious reminder of this was the one-dollar note, which bore the

visage of Salmon P. Chase on the left side of the bill. This feature

marked a remarkable departure from existing practice and a momen-

tous, if symbolic, expansion of federal sovereignty. In the past, citizens

might never encounter a representative of national authority (aside

from their local postmaster); now, Chase’s countenance and the federal

stewardship of the economy he symbolized circulated widely through-

out the North—and as discussed later, even the South. In an interest-

ing twist, notes of higher denominations made historical reference to

the growing expansion of federal power by portraying the patron saint

of economic nationalists, Alexander Hamilton, on three of the remain-

ing denominations: twos, fives, and fifties. Lincoln’s portrait, by con-

trast, was relegated to the ten-dollar bills alone, though this may have

had more to do with Chase’s low opinion of the president than any-

thing else. Every note proclaimed its status as “legal tender, for all

debts public and private except duties on imports and interest on the

public debt” and on the initial emission promised that it was “ex-

changeable for U.S. six per cent twenty years’ bonds, redeemable at the

pleasure of the United States of America after five years.” This last part

raised more questions than it answered, but for the moment, the notes

averted a fiscal crisis. They also marked a paradigm shift, unifying the

interests of the nation with a common currency.11

This was a momentous step. The illusory promise of specie-backed

paper had been superseded by something that rested on a far more ab-

stract and transcendent notion: the credit of the nation. This was not a

credit that could be reduced to piles of coin sitting in the vault of any

given bank; rather, this was a credit that rested on a nascent faith in the

nation itself. Initially, this meant nothing more than a confidence that

the federal government could pay its bills. But with the war effort cast

as a struggle to unify the country, these obligations assumed a deeper
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significance. For many people in the North and the South, the green-

backs came to represent the United States in a way that the money of

the antebellum era never did. The greenbacks were issued by the na-

tion, for the nation, in order to pay for the preservation of the nation.

Backed by nothing more than the future credit of the nation (and the

vague promise of some interest), their value was dependent on the out-

come of the struggle that had prompted their issue in the first place. A

pyramid scheme, perhaps, but a rather successful one. The South em-

barked on an equally audacious plan. But whereas the North’s program

yielded a source of funds and a revitalized sovereignty, the South’s fiscal

experiment collapsed under the weight of its own contradictions.

Counterfeit Confederates

When the Confederate Congress met to draft its constitution in 1861,

it used the original from 1789 as its model. Nonetheless, it made a

few significant clarifications, changes that crippled its efforts to raise

money for the war. It eliminated, for example, the clause that forbade

individual states from issuing bills of credit. At the same time, it pro-

hibited the Confederate states from making such notes legal tender,

reserving that status for gold and silver coin alone. According to the

Jeffersonian and Jacksonian traditions of constitutional interpretation

popular in the South, with their veneration for the Tenth Amendment,

this meant that both the states and the central government could issue

notes. Yet neither could make them legal tender: the central govern-

ment because it had not explicitly been given the power to do so; the

states because they had been denied that privilege. The result was a

flood of paper from all quarters.12

Some measure of the problem can be gained from comparing the

source of the two regions’ funds. The North, on the one hand, tapped a
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relatively wide range of revenue sources to underwrite its war effort.

Some 21 percent of the total came from taxes, with another 62 percent

coming from the sale of interest-bearing bonds. The greenbacks ac-

counted for only 13 percent of the total raised—a not insignificant

amount, but hardly an unhealthy reliance. The South, on the other

hand, was forced by a range of circumstances (some imposed on it and

some of its own making) to resort to the printing press to fund its at-

tempt at secession. It had no apparatus for collecting taxes, and what

little was collected was paid in paper money that the states themselves

had issued. Worse, gold and silver were in very short supply; indeed, at

the outset of the war, the entire Confederacy had less specie on hand

than the banks in New York City, despite having seized the assets of

the mint in New Orleans. Banks consequently suspended specie pay-

ments in the South long before they did in the North.13

All of these problems exacerbated the central contradiction at the

heart of the Confederate enterprise: in order to win the war, it needed

to create a strong central government. But that need inevitably collided

with the impulse, intensified by decades of wrangling over slavery, to

protect the sovereignty of the individual states. Consequently, when the

newly appointed secretary of the treasury, Christopher Memminger,

convinced the Confederate Congress to levy a property tax to fund the

war, the legislation ran afoul of the states. Suspicious of centralized au-

thority, they denied that the Confederate Constitution permitted the

“general government” to force the states to collect taxes on its behalf.

The various taxes that the Confederacy attempted to impose on its re-

calcitrant members were denounced in no uncertain terms as “tyranni-

cal,” “unconstitutional,” and “anti-republican.” Prior to October 1864,

less than 5 percent of the Confederate government’s total revenue over

the course of the war came from taxation.14

Memminger had other options at his disposal, but these proved
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equally problematic. Sales of government securities, while promising at

first, were hampered by rising prices, which made bond yields unattrac-

tive on anything but patriotic grounds. Indeed, much of the price infla-

tion stemmed from the other strategy adopted by the Confederate

Congress in August of 1861: the production of treasury notes similar to

the demand notes and greenbacks issued by the North. The first emis-

sion was approved in March 1861, and consisted of $1 million in mostly

high-denomination ($500 and $1,000) notes bearing 3.65 percent inter-

est. Every subsequent emission, however, consisted of non-interest-

bearing notes representing the obligations of the Confederate govern-

ment. By the end of the war, the Confederacy had put more than $1.5

billion of these into circulation. Despite sporadic attempts to declare

these notes legal tender, they remained otherwise, meaning that they

could be refused in business transactions without any penalty. With

their purchasing power undercut, the “graybacks,” as they came to be

called, lacked the very authority of the government whose finances they

were meant to sustain.15

Worse, the Confederate treasury soon found that the very simple act

of printing this dubious currency proved extraordinarily difficult. This

was a direct consequence of that truism of Civil War history: the

North’s industrial superiority. Most bank note engravers and printers

resided in the North, and prior to the war, most state-chartered banks

in the South commissioned Northern bank note engravers to manufac-

ture their notes. In fact, before the formal declaration of war, the

Confederacy hired the National Bank Note Company of New York

to print its initial series of interest-bearing notes. After U.S. authori-

ties seized the plates, Memminger commissioned Solomon Schmidt,

director of the New Orleans branch of the American Bank Note Com-

pany, to produce some $20 million in treasury notes. Schmidt, one of

Memminger’s deputies later explained, was “illy provided with men
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and tools to execute a large order.” That fall, the Confederate treasury

seized Schmidt’s plates and presses and moved them to Columbia,

South Carolina, where the government centralized its printing and en-

graving operations.16

Lacking skilled steel-plate bank note engravers, the Confederacy

sent emissaries overseas to recruit the necessary talent. In the mean-

time, the government was forced to turn to a number of different litho-

graphers working in the South. These included Hoyer and Ludwig, a

partnership between a German lithographer and a goldsmith-watch-

maker, whose crude efforts Memminger described as “peculiar”; the

firm of Keatinge and Ball, founded by a former employee of the Amer-

ican Bank Note Company whom the Confederacy had lured away; and

Colonel Blanton Duncan, an entrepreneur with no experience in print-

ing or engraving. These and several other firms and partnerships with

equally negligible qualifications became the sole source of the Confed-

eracy’s money supply during the course of the war. (An eleventh-hour

attempt to hire a British engraving firm ended when the plates were

captured by the Union blockade.)17

Shortages plagued the production of notes throughout the war. Most

troubling was the perennial lack of skilled engravers. The arrival of for-

eign craftsmen alleviated the problem, but only for a short time. As the

New York Herald reported later in the war, “The rebel authorities im-

ported a number of Englishmen for the purpose of manufacturing reb-

el notes.” Faithful at first, the workers soon “tired of the slow manner of

their own enrichment [and] set up an establishment of their own,”

where they produced several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of notes

for their personal use. Attempts to recruit engravers from the ranks of

Union prisoners proved even more fruitless. One soldier taken prisoner

at Bull Run recalled how a fellow captive, a “superior engraver” who

had been “formerly employed” by the Union Bank Note Engraving
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Company in New York, “received frequent personal applications from

Richmond bankers to furnish bank note engravings, or plates.” The

nameless engraver was alleged to have turned them down, and escaped

from prison shortly thereafter.18

Several design flaws made Confederate money especially susceptible

to counterfeiting. The few firms that produced notes using steel plates

often reused existing vignettes and dies confiscated at the outset of the

war rather than engrave new designs. Moreover, the same vignettes

surfaced over and over on different notes and bonds, making the labor

of counterfeiting one note applicable to other notes as well. Worse, the

majority of the notes produced for the Confederacy relied on litho-

graphic engraving, which produced fuzzy, indistinct prints that could

be imitated with less effort than those printed from steel plates. To

complicate matters, the peculiar conditions of currency production in

Columbia—an ever-changing number of firms and partnerships in-

volved in engraving and printing—yielded countless variations of each

denomination and issue, making it more difficult to keep track of genu-

ine issues, much less counterfeits. Additional variations resulted from

the many different kinds of bank note paper used in production, most

of which was smuggled from the North in small shipments. Com-

pounding this bizarre situation was the insistence of the many different

engravers and printers that they sign their notes. The coup de grâce

was the government’s insistence on counter-signing each note by hand,

which required the employment of some 262 different clerks. Though

Memminger warned that this system only made it more difficult to

keep track of the different issues, and hence made them easier to coun-

terfeit, his concerns went unheeded.19

The first known counterfeits went into circulation late in 1861. Few

of these originated with counterfeiters, who seem to have considered

the Confederate notes unworthy of imitation. Rather, they came from
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legitimate printers and engravers in the North who sought to under-

mine the Southern currency while turning a profit. The most famous of

these printers was Samuel Upham, the owner of a newspaper stand in

Philadelphia who also sold stationery (including patriotic envelopes

mocking Jefferson Davis) and patent medicines with colorful names

like “Upham’s Pimple Banisher.” As he would recall in a letter written

to a historian many years later, Upham got his start in March 1862,

when he noticed a great demand for a local newspaper. Curious, he

soon learned that the day’s issue contained a facsimile of a five-dollar

Confederate note, “the first that had been seen this side of the rebel

lines.” Being an enterprising sort, Upham immediately called on the

editor and purchased an electrotype plate of the note, and had them

printed up on French letter paper. “They sold like ‘hot cakes,’ ” he rec-

ollected, and Upham decided to add counterfeiting to his repertoire.

Drawing on skilled engravers in the Philadelphia area, he commis-

sioned facsimiles of Confederate tens, hundreds, and other notes. In

order to distinguish himself from his competitors, and avoid being la-

beled a counterfeiter, Upham printed the following on the outer border

of his notes: “Fac-simile Confederate Notes Sold, Wholesale and Re-

tail. By S. C. Upham, 403 Chestnut Street, Phila.” Purchasers, how-

ever, could easily trim off the margin and then use them in lieu of the

genuine notes.20

Upham, who by his own estimate sold some $15 million worth of

Confederate notes on both the wholesale and retail markets, relied on

an elaborate advertising campaign to promote his product. Testimo-

nials taken from newspapers appeared in circulars and broadsides, at-

testing, for example, that “his lithographed notes are worth just as

much as those issued by Jeff Davis” and “are as valuable . . . as the origi-

nals.” In fact, Upham’s facsimiles and the other imitations that flooded

the market approached and in some cases exceeded the crude engrav-
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ings produced by the firms under contract with the Confederacy. Many

soldiers carrying Upham’s notes into the Confederacy found, as one

correspondent did, that Upham’s notes were “invariably preferred by

the unsophisticated rebels to their own productions.” This was not an

isolated incident. As the Confederate currency began to depreciate, the

quality of both the engraving and the paper became a more credible

measure of value than the bills’ false promises of redemption.21

While there is little evidence that the Union actively encouraged the

purchase and dissemination of counterfeits as a means of undermining

the Southern currency, the Confederates increasingly came to see these

notes as evidence of Union plots and conspiracies. Southern newspa-

pers carried accounts of Union prisoners found with “bogus Confeder-

ate bills of small denominations, which they attempted to palm upon

boys on the streets for bread, confectionary, &c” in an orchestrated at-

tempt to “injure the Confederate currency.” Likewise, a diarist in New

Orleans wrote of how the Union soldiers “go to the battles with their

pockets stuffed with counterfeit Confederate money which they intend

to pass off if they succeed in getting into the country,” an allegation

corroborated in a number of accounts, including a print of soldiers pur-

chasing counterfeit notes. News of these incidents caused considerable

consternation in the offices of the Confederate treasury. As early as

November 1861, Memminger received letters warning him that un-

named individuals “encouraged by the authorities” were “preparing in

New York and Philadelphia a larger issue of counterfeit Treasury notes

of the Confederate States . . . with a view to destroy the genuine notes

as a currency.” Memminger wrote Alexander Stephens in August of

1862, complaining of the growing number of counterfeits, and arguing

that “the fact that they are publicly advertised for sale at the North

proves the connivance at least, and probably the complicity, of the

Government”—a view shared, it seems, by Jefferson Davis.22
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figure 30. Detail from Adalbert John Volck’s engraving Counterfeit Con-

federate Notes Publicly Offered for Sale in the “City of Brotherly Love.” Courtesy,

Collection of The New-York Historical Society.
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In all probability, the federal government took little interest in coun-

terfeiters of Confederate notes. There is evidence that the Treasury

Department, curious as to Upham’s activities, paid him a visit shortly

after he began advertising his notes. According to one newspaper ac-

count, Upham “said he was engaged in crippling the rebel treasury, and

thought it was very strange he should be molested.” When asked to

elaborate, Upham allegedly said, “You see . . . these are better than

the original article; the originals are worthless; they are unauthorized

by law; so I am not counterfeiting.” In the end, the case was referred

to Secretary of State William Seward and then passed on to the War

Department, which apparently permitted Upham to resume his sales,

which he continued until August of the following year. By that time,

he had plenty of competition in the facsimile business, the most promi-

nent being Winthrop Hilton, a lithographer, counterfeiter, and por-

nographer in New York City. According to Upham’s account, Hilton

“copied several of my fac-simile notes” and began selling them to “bo-

gus . . . cotton brokers and other scalawags, who passed through

the Confederate lines and purchased cotton from the Rebel planters.”

There is plenty of anecdotal evidence to support Upham’s claim, and

the Southern papers gave accounts of “sharpers” purchasing items at

blockade auctions using counterfeit money. Furthermore, Hilton ad-

vertised his notes as early as October 1862 in Harper’s, where he prom-

ised “perfect fac-similes of confederate treasury notes” at a somewhat

higher price than Upham’s products (also advertised in Harper’s). By

some accounts, this was a testament to Hilton’s superior product.23

Hilton was eventually arrested in January 1864 on suspicion of being

a supplier of genuine Confederate currency to the South, and the au-

thorities found at his workshop no less than $6 million in bonds and $1

million in treasury notes, along with the lithographic stones for print-

ing a variety of denominations. He languished in jail for months, and

b a n k i n g o n t h e n a t i o n 327



the local newspapers congratulated the federal government on having

robbed the Confederate government of its money supply. But what

made the case preposterous in retrospect was the fact that the bills were

indeed counterfeit, as attested by Memminger in a letter he wrote to an

associate who had read of the arrest. Assuring his correspondent, who

had worries that the stories were true, Memminger counseled him to

leave “the Yankee police under their present impressions, as I have very

little doubt that it is some establishment for the issue of counterfeits

that they have ferreted out.” Though Hilton’s case eventually ended up

on Lincoln’s desk, he does not seem to have been prosecuted for sup-

plying the Confederacy. Nor, for that matter, was he punished for

counterfeiting its notes.24

This kind of categorical confusion between the genuine and the

counterfeit was mirrored by the Confederate treasury’s own policies. As

expenditures mounted and revenue declined, it became necessary to

pay debts with additional issues of treasury notes. With each issue,

the notes depreciated further, driving up prices in an inflationary spiral

and prompting the production of still more notes. This vicious cycle

reached a point where the treasury began to have difficulty keeping up

with the demand for paper, a condition exacerbated by paper shortages.

In what can only be described as either a perverse financial experiment

or a tacit acknowledgment that the Confederate government was hav-

ing trouble meeting the demand for money, Memminger suggested in

1862 that the South should begin honoring counterfeit currency as gen-

uine. After all, Memminger wrote Alexander Stephens, many of the

“notes were so well counterfeited that they will be freely received in

business transactions.” Legislation passed shortly afterward sanctioned

this notion under certain circumstances, and banks began counting

counterfeit graybacks as part of their legitimate assets, inflating the

currency still further. With the distinctions between the counterfeit
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and the genuine obliterated, the Confederate treasury effectively abdi-

cated whatever remaining sovereignty over the currency it possessed. It

had, by implication, become just another counterfeiter, and judging

from the quality of its notes, a pretty lousy one at that.25

As the graybacks became ever more worthless, citizens of the Con-

federacy began to discount their own currency in exchange for green-

backs. So began a process by which the South was absorbed once again

into the nation—not through brute military force or territorial con-

quest, but via the green slips of paper that denoted a reinvigorated

Union. Intimations of this trend surfaced fairly early on in the con-

flict. “Rebel officers have been here and offer $5 to $15 Confederate for

$1 in greenbacks,” a Northern soldier taken prisoner in 1861 confided to

his diary. “They have a curious faith in success.” The following Novem-

ber, a clerk in the Confederate War Department made an equally por-

tentous observation. Noting that farmers were refusing the graybacks,

“the only money we have in circulation,” he speculated that “five mil-

lions of ‘greenbacks’ . . . might be more effectual in expelling the Con-

federate Government and restoring that of the United States than all of

Meade’s army.” By 1863, that possibility seemed much closer at hand,

with the Confederate Congress investigating rumors that “brokers and

others in the city of Richmond are publicly offering the currency of the

United States, known as ‘greenbacks,’ for sale or exchange for Confed-

erate money, at a ruinous discount on the latter.”26

Certainly, many Confederates made clear their preference for the

South’s new currency, with its pictures of slaves, regional heroes, agrar-

ian scenes, allegorical figures, and Confederate leaders. As one former

Northerner taken prisoner in 1863 recounted in a newspaper, “A Vir-

ginia white boy came into the camp to sell tobacco, for which he

charged one dollar a plug. Col. Tilden and one of his captains wanted

two plugs, and offered two dollar greenbacks for them.” This Virgin-
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ian, the prisoner reported, “didn’t take that kind of money, and wanted

Confederate paper.” By contrast, he noted, “Negroes who sell bread

and fruit to the prisoners are too shrewd to take anything other than

Union money.” A year later, many white Southerners began following

the lead of slaves and ex-slaves. On the front lines, one Southern officer

reported that “Confederate currency . . . has ceased to have even a

nominal value,” and warned that “unless the most stringent measures

are adopted we shall soon have Federal currency . . . to the entire exclu-

sion of Confederate paper.” By 1864, the situation had become so seri-

ous that the Confederate Congress passed a law prohibiting its citi-

zens—free or otherwise—from “dealing in the paper currency of the

enemy.” But by then it was too late.27

The National Banks

Despite the popularity of the greenbacks and the growing enthusiasm

for nation-building in the North, there remained the circulation of

state bank notes, which for many seemed an incongruous reminder of

states’ rights. But when the U.S. Congress passed a revenue bill in July

of 1862 that imposed the first ever federal taxes on property and in-

come, the prospect of taxing state bank notes, as had been proposed a

year earlier, became a realistic prospect. Later that year, Lincoln pushed

the debate even further, calling for the organization of a system of na-

tional banks that would circulate notes uniform in appearance and se-

cured by U.S. bonds—the same bonds that had been approved as a

means of borrowing money to pay for the war. Such bank notes, Lin-

coln promised, would “protect labor against the evil of a vicious cur-

rency and facilitate commerce by cheap and safe exchanges.” Several

days later, Chase followed up with his own plea for an end to the sys-

tem of state-chartered banks, calling instead for the “establishment of

one sound, uniform circulation of equal value throughout the country
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upon the foundation of national credit combined with private capital.”

The same Hamiltonian argument was put forward shortly thereafter in

even starker terms by Robert J. Walker, a lawyer, politician, journalist,

and recent convert to the nationalist cause. Using the pages of his Con-

tinental Monthly as a forum, Walker called on the federal government

to resume “the great sovereign function of regulating the currency and

giving to it uniformity and nationality.” In no uncertain terms, he cast

the Confederacy as the inevitable progeny of “state supremacy, state al-

legiance, and state secession,” and complained that “now the govern-

ment is paralyzed financially . . . by a question as to state banks.”

Critics of Chase’s plan, Walker asserted, spoke “the very language of

rebellion—the echo of South Carolina treason.”28

It is unlikely the banking community of New York City saw it that

way, but then again, almost all of them jealously guarded their right to

issue notes, and viewed the plan to nationalize the banking system with

understandable trepidation. One exception was John Thompson, an

entrepreneur and publisher of the most ubiquitous of all the counterfeit

detectors. Back in June 1861, Thompson had written to Chase and Lin-

coln, proposing the adoption of a bond-backed “system of Government

currency” that would be “free from discount, free from failures, conve-

nient for remittances by mail and much more desirable to carry when

traveling or marching than gold.” Echoing the argument that a na-

tional paper currency gave citizens a stake in the outcome of the war,

Thompson claimed that “every well wisher of our country’s cause will

feel that holding these notes if for only a day is contributing a mite in

time of need.” But Thompson was very much an exception, if an im-

portant one. At the beginning of 1863, he could do little to move legis-

lation along, save for publishing editorials promoting Chase’s plan. The

real heavy lifting fell instead to allies in Congress, notably Representa-

tive Samuel Hooper and Senator John Sherman.29

Sherman’s line of attack began with legislation he introduced on Jan-
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uary 5, 1863, only a few days after Lincoln issued the Emancipation

Proclamation. The proposed bill called for a tax on state bank notes

aimed at phasing them out of existence. Two days later, Hooper intro-

duced unrelated legislation in the House that spelled out the adminis-

tration’s recommendations for a system of federally chartered national

banks. The day after, Sherman began a rhetorical offensive against the

state banks that attacked them on both constitutional and practical

grounds. Citing an impressive list of precedents, authorities, and argu-

ments, Sherman distilled his case down to a few simple propositions:

“Congress has the power to regulate commerce; Congress has the power

to borrow money, which involves the power to emit bills of credit;

Congress has the power to regulate the value of coin. These powers,”

he argued, “are exclusive . . . No State has the power to interfere with

this exclusive power in Congress to regulate the national currency [or]

provide a substitute for the national coin.” Sherman avoided any ex-

plicit discussion of the Briscoe decision, but hammered away at it indi-

rectly, citing evidence of something that could sway his listeners: origi-

nal intent. “It was the intention of the framers of the Constitution,” he

proclaimed, “to destroy absolutely all paper money, except that issued

by the United States.”30

Sherman made a more pragmatic plea for the adoption of a national

currency by raising the specter of counterfeit notes. “The losses to the

people by counterfeiting never can be avoided when you have such a

multitude of banks,” he warned. “You cannot prevent the people from

suffering largely from counterfeiting when you have sixteen hundred

different banks, issuing each of them several different kinds of bills,

under the laws of twenty-eight different States.” The resulting confu-

sion meant that anyone handling the currency rarely bothered to mem-

orize the appearance of any given note. “When a stranger presents a

bank bill for circulation, the person about to receive it looks rather

at the man who presents it to see whether his face is honest, than at the
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bill to detect whether it is counterfeit or not.” The creation of a uni-

form national currency, he argued, would eliminate the problem.

“When the notes are few in kind, only three or four of them, all issued

by the United States, all of a uniform character,” Sherman predicted,

“they cannot be counterfeited because their face will become so familiar

that every man will know a genuine note; he will detect it in a moment

as the countenance of a familiar friend.”31

Here was an answer to the dilemma that Herman Melville had out-

lined only a few years before in the Confidence Man. In a nation increas-

ingly composed of strangers and filled with a growing number of banks

and bank notes, it was impossible to assess the value of a note from its

appearance alone. People doing business had to rely on other securities:

the demeanor of the person presenting the note, for example. But this,

too, could be counterfeited, as Melville himself warned, and was no

more fixed and certain than the amount of gold and silver standing be-

hind the note. Sherman offered a solution: the nation would become,

by virtue of its infiltration into every facet of commercial life, a “famil-

iar friend” or familiar face, much the way that Salmon Chase’s visage

reassured citizens handling the greenbacks already in circulation.

During that January, the prospect of a radical reform of the country’s

currency began to gather momentum, and Sherman’s allies published

articles in the press echoing his arguments. On January 26, Sherman

introduced a version of the national bank bill that was largely the same

as the one proposed by Hooper several weeks earlier. At the same time,

he wrote a series of articles in the New York Times that repeated many

of the practical arguments already put forth, while clarifying the patri-

otic justifications for eradicating the existing currency and replacing

it with something both uniform and national. Doing so, he claimed in

one such article, would confer an added, Hamiltonian benefit: “Gov-

ernment and the people . . . would for the first time become insepara-

bly united and consolidated. The people would have acquired a new
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and direct interest in the support of the Government, because their

currency would depend for safety on the maintenance of that Govern-

ment.” To opponents of the plan, particularly the note-issuing banks,

Sherman had an effective, if inflammatory reply, contending that their

claims were nothing more than an assertion of “the accursed heresy

of State Sovereignty, laying at the foundation of the slaveholders’

rebellion.”32

On February 10, Sherman again spoke at length on the bill, elaborat-

ing with ever more force and urgency both the evils of the existing sys-

tem and the necessity of reforming it. The problem of counterfeiting

was again addressed, with Sherman asking, “How is it possible for any

honest man to detect the genuine from the counterfeit, when he has to

select from seven thousand different kinds of bank bills?” By contrast,

Sherman promised that under his proposed system there “will be but

six or seven kinds of notes. They would become familiar to us, so that

every man would be a counterfeit detector in himself, and would not be

compelled to look through a long list to ascertain whether a bill was

genuine or not. This very fact would give a credit and currency to bank

circulation which it has not now.” He urged nothing less than the cre-

ation of a system of national banks. “The policy of this country,” he ar-

gued, “ought to be to make everything national as far as possible; to na-

tionalize our country so that we love our country.”33

His pleas had the desired effect, and the Senate passed the bill two

days later. Though many thought it would die in the House, the taint

of states’ rights became too much of a liability to the bill’s opponents,

and after a few key defections to Sherman’s camp, the legislation passed

and was signed into law on February 25, 1863. In its final form, the bill

was a compromise between federal and state sovereignties. Rather than

create a single, national bank, it empowered the federal government to

grant charters for a new system of national banks. Any group of five or
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more individuals with sufficient capital could now apply for a charter.

Though the bill led to a few new banks, its aim was to encourage estab-

lished note-issuing banks to relinquish their state charters in exchange

for federal charters. These new “national banks” could then issue notes,

the amount of which depended on the government bonds these institu-

tions had purchased as security to back their issues.34

At the same time, the design, engraving, and printing of the new

notes was taken out of the hands of the banks and vested with the fed-

eral comptroller of the currency. Because there was not yet a Bureau of

Engraving and Printing, the treasury turned to private parties to do the

work. Toward that end, Secretary Chase put out a call to “artists, en-

gravers, and others” to submit designs for notes in denominations of

$5, $10, $20, $50, $100, $500, and $1,000 (an amendment passed in

1864 permitted the issue of notes in denominations of $1, $2, and $3).

The circular was printed and reprinted; John Thompson, for example,

published it in his Bank Note and Commercial Reporter in April 1863.

Chase made it clear in the competition’s announcement that “the de-

signs must be national in their character; and none will be considered

that have been used, in whole or in part, upon any currency, bond,

certificate, or other representative of value.” In a further restriction, he

prescribed that completed bills be of the “uniform size” of seven inches

by three inches. Engravers also had to leave room for two blocks of

text. The first would contain a message declaring the notes legal ten-

der; the second was to contain the text of sections 57 and 58 of the Na-

tional Currency Act, which spelled out in no uncertain terms the maxi-

mum punishments for counterfeiting the notes: fifteen years’ hard labor

and a fine of $1,000. Chase concluded his call with a notice that “spe-

cial attention will be given to security against counterfeiting.”35

The winning designs came from three bank-note engraving corpora-

tions. The first was the American Bank Note Company, which had
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been spawned by the massive merger and consolidation movement of

the late 1850s. The other two were short-lived competitors: the Na-

tional Bank Note Company, formed in 1859 by engravers who had re-

fused to join the American Bank Note Company; and the Continental

Bank Note Company, an organization formed in coordination with

suspect engraver Waterman Ormsby. The American and the National,

both of which had already won contracts for printing the greenbacks,

received the bulk of the work for the new notes, but Ormsby’s Conti-

nental was responsible for the balance (despite Chase’s misgivings about

hiring someone of Ormsby’s reputation). The designs, per Chase’s re-

quest, depicted people and events central to the nation’s history and

myth: Columbus sighting land; Sir Walter Raleigh in England, exhib-

iting corn and tobacco from America; the baptism of Pocahontas; the

departure and landing of the Pilgrims; Benjamin Franklin capturing

electricity with his kite; the Battle of Lexington; the signing of the

Declaration of Independence; Washington crossing the Delaware;

Washington resigning his commission; and others. The remainder of

the vignettes consisted of stock allegorical figures, including the ubiq-

uitous Liberty.36

It was an eclectic set of designs, but all sought to create, through the

medium of the currency, a common history that transcended not only

the histories of the individual states, but also the formal chronological

boundaries of the nation itself. That most of the vignettes predated the

ratification of the Constitution testified to the need to establish a

shared history between North and South that avoided the controversies

over slavery during the antebellum era. The rarest note—the $1,000

bill—did make reference to the Mexican-American War, an event that

ultimately fueled tensions between North and South. But taken as a

whole, the notes represent an imperfect attempt to paper over sectional

divisions and set the stage for a reunion. The most common of all the
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notes—the one-dollar bill—showed two young women shaking hands

before an altar, a not-so-subtle allusion to hopes of unification. (The

South, by contrast, printed notes at this time bearing an allegory of the

South slaying the Union.)37

At first, the national bank notes remained a curiosity, dwarfed by

the sheer number of greenbacks already in circulation. This was largely

Chase’s fault, for he initially insisted that any bank applying for a

federal charter give up its name in exchange for a number. Few banks

took him up on the offer, though a handful of individuals applied for

charters in order to set up entirely new banks. The first to do so was

John Thompson, who with his two sons founded the First National

Bank of New York. It was not a popular institution in New York City,

and Thompson’s competitors led the opposition to create a uniform na-

tional currency. “I had up-hill work at the start,” Thompson later re-

called, for the other state banks had refused to let him into the Clear-

ing House, which facilitated the settlement of accounts between banks

in the city. In an attempt to help, Chase enlisted Thompson to sell gov-

ernment securities. As payments for these (drawn on other New York

City banks) flowed into Thompson’s vaults, he presented them at the

banks that held the accounts, demanding specie payments. Eventually,

the other city banks relented, and Thompson was admitted to the

Clearing House.38

Thompson aside, most banks were reluctant to abandon their names

and reincorporate under federal charters. By the end of 1863, a mere

sixty-six national banks had begun operation, compared to more than

1,500 state banks still in business. Chase, realizing his error, rescinded

his request that banks give up their names, and by March 1864, some

469 national banks had incorporated. The treasury, seeking to draw

the remaining state banks into the fold, suggested to Congress that it

“prohibit the further issue of bank notes not authorized by itself and
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compel, by taxation . . . the withdrawal of those which have been al-

ready issued.” Senator Sherman, taking up a familiar cause, introduced

legislation that imposed a prohibitive tax of 10 percent on state bank

notes. Lincoln signed the measure into law the day before his second

inauguration. Over the course of the next year, the remaining state

chartered banks fell into line, adopting federal charters and issuing the

new uniform currency. A few hundred banks retained their charters,

but stopped issuing notes.39

The shift from a decentralized system of banks and bank notes to a

uniform money supply did more than tie together the country and the

currency; it also solved, at least in part, the problem that Melville had

identified. Confidence in the currency, which had formerly depended

on a host of often contradictory variables—the perceived soundness of

a bank, the character of a customer, the appearance of a note—now

rested on something far more abstract, yet paradoxically more solid:

trust in the nation. It was a profound transformation, one that helped

usher in a new economic order in which the state assumed stewardship

of the economy for both the public and private interest. It also meant

that counterfeiting, once tolerated or even applauded, now posed a di-

rect challenge to federal sovereignty. As the Civil War came to a close,

the national government began to grapple with this threat, creating a

police apparatus that transcended state lines: the Secret Service. This

bureaucracy, the first of its kind, finished the job initiated by the

currency reforms of the 1860s, cementing the authority of the new

nation-state.

Policing the Economy

For all its celebrated efficiency and professionalism, the Secret Service

emerged under murky, even suspicious circumstances. It did not origi-
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nate with an act of Congress, but grew out of schemes concocted by a

motley collection of individuals, people whom historian David Johnson

has described, in a memorable turn of phrase, as “bureaucratic entre-

preneurs.” The most important and famous of these self-promoters

was William Patrick Wood, a man one contemporary remembered as

“short, ugly, and slovenly in his dress; in manner affecting stupidity

and humility, but at bottom the craftiest of men.” It was precisely this

combination of contradictory qualities that enabled Wood to triumph

where other more conventional figures might have failed. Indeed,

though he had rather mixed success in suppressing counterfeiting, he

left behind a more important legacy: a bureaucratic fiefdom that be-

came the foundation for all future efforts to protect the currency. This

organization, like many bureaucracies, outlived its creator, far exceed-

ing its original limited—and perhaps questionable—mandate.40

Wood’s path to power was a curious one. A veteran of the Mexican-

American War, he was a skilled machinist and patent model maker

who supplemented his income by working as a freewheeling detective

and bodyguard. In the 1850s, Wood made the acquaintance of the law-

yer Edwin Stanton, assisting him during the legal battle over the patent

rights to McCormick’s reaper. Stanton eventually became Lincoln’s

secretary of war, and installed his protégé as superintendent of the Old

Capitol Prison. The former corporal, paid at the rate of a regular

cavalry colonel, took to calling himself Colonel Wood. His prison soon

filled with inmates: runaway slaves, prisoners of war, hostages, desert-

ers, spies, people accused of defrauding the government, blockade

runners, as well as individuals Wood simply described as “suspicious

characters” and “tough citizens generally.” As the war entered its sec-

ond year, Wood processed and questioned thousands of captured Con-

federates, extracting valuable military intelligence that he passed on to

Stanton. By his own admission, he read all the incoming and outgoing
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mail, and once bragged to Belle Boyd, the alleged Confederate spy, that

“there warn’t any thing going on in the prison that [I] didn’t know of.”

Much of his information apparently came from merciless interroga-

tions of prisoners. According to one source, “Wood used to counterfeit

testimony convicting the prisoner, and read it to him.” He often denied

prisoners the right to lawyers, bail, and many of the other privileges

typically granted to suspects. Stanton either overlooked—or more likely,

sanctioned—these violations of civil liberties.41

During 1862 and 1863, Wood expanded his powers, taking advantage

of his friendship with Stanton to indulge in a series of adventures be-

hind enemy lines. On one occasion he posed as a Confederate soldier

and visited a prison in North Carolina containing captured Union sol-

diers. To the inmates he handed out thousands of dollars in graybacks,

most likely counterfeit. He then proceeded to Richmond, ostensibly to

help broker an exchange of prisoners between the two sides. In a typi-

cal case of Wood’s willingness to take matters into his own hands, he

opened negotiations with the Confederate government over the fate of

other prisoners, something he expressly lacked authorization to do. Ex-

asperated, one Union officer telegraphed officials in Washington and

complained that “Mr. Wood is doing the most absurd things in Rich-

mond.” Wood eventually returned empty-handed, and the commis-

sioner in charge of prisoner exchanges wrote him a blistering letter:

“You assumed power and formally signed your name to an agreement

. . . which would virtually have paralyzed [the United States govern-

ment’s] power to act upon rebels under the Law of treason.”42

This, then, was the man who launched the federal government’s de-

cades-long campaign against the counterfeit economy. He was not an

obvious choice to lead a federal bureaucracy; he certainly lacked the

propriety that became so valued a trait in civil servants in later years.

But the very qualities that led him into such trouble—both before and
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during his tenure as head of the Secret Service—also enabled him to

carve out a permanent bureaucratic empire where others might have

failed. There was a paradox here: one of the most successful law en-

forcement campaigns in the nation’s history began with an individual

whose operations often bordered on lawlessness. Indeed, Wood man-

aged to establish his anticounterfeiting police force without any resolu-

tion from Congress granting him the authority to do so. The rise of the

Secret Service, in other words, was not inevitable. It was very much the

creation of Wood, who recognized an opportunity and constructed the

necessary infrastructure, circumventing obstacles with guile and pure

persistence.43

Wood accomplished this feat in stages, beginning in 1864, when he

joined forces with another Stanton protégé, a detective named Lafay-

ette Curry Baker. Like Wood, Baker was a military adventurer who

viewed the federal government’s wartime expansion as a splendid op-

portunity for carving out a bureaucratic domain of his own. Baker, with

Stanton’s blessing, had set up a covert national police force called the

“secret service.” This outfit, financed with cotton seized from blockade

runners, investigated frauds against the government, gathered intelli-

gence on the Confederacy, and eventually, prosecuted counterfeiters. In

the summer of 1864, for instance, Wood accompanied Baker on a well-

publicized raid on counterfeiters operating in St. Louis, Indianapolis,

and Nauvoo, Illinois. They swept in and arrested ten individuals, seiz-

ing plates, dies, presses, ink, and paper. In an intriguing development,

the detectives did not imprison the counterfeiters in the local peniten-

tiary to await their trials, but instead took them in chains to Washing-

ton and deposited them at Wood’s Old Capitol Prison. Baker led other

raids shortly thereafter, capturing members of gangs operating out of

New York City and New Jersey who had been counterfeiting the new

currency.44
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In the succeeding months, Wood took control of the federal cam-

paign against counterfeiting. This was not a response to a legislative

mandate. When Congress passed the Legal Tender Act, it did not allo-

cate money to protect the new currency from counterfeiters; nor, for

that matter, did it fashion the legal machinery necessary for combating

the problem. Rather, as Wood recalled, Lincoln, Stanton, and the new

secretary of the treasury, William Fessenden, appointed him to “give

the counterfeiters a shaking up, which I proceeded to do under an or-

der from the War Department.” Baker did not participate in these ef-

forts, possibly because he fell out favor with Stanton after being caught

tapping the military’s telegraph line. Wood went alone, and as he later

344 b a n k i n g o n t h e n a t i o n

figure 33. After the end of the Civil War, the Old Capitol Prison hosted

the executions of the Lincoln conspirators and, shown here, of warden
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recalled, “independent of all civil process, I proceeded to Ohio, Indiana,

and other States west of the Alleghenies, making arrests and . . . bring-

ing many persons to Washington and providing them with special

quarters in the Old Capitol prison.”45

At the same time, Wood forged an alliance with Edward Jordan,

solicitor of the treasury. The man who appointed Jordan, Secretary

Salmon P. Chase, had given his chief attorney carte blanche to pros-

ecute counterfeiters. Drawing on that authority, and Wood’s own ex-

perience chasing counterfeiters, Jordan hired Wood late in 1864 and

appointed him an “Acting Agent” charged with “detecting frauds of

Government Securities.” Wood spent the first half of 1865 strengthen-

ing his mandate, arresting counterfeiters, and hiring “operatives” to as-

sist in his campaign. He continued to arrest counterfeiters throughout

the United States, and in each case brought them back to the nation’s

capital to await trial. He simultaneously maintained his position as

keeper of the Old Capitol Prison, using information gathered from

new inmates to further his campaign against the counterfeiters.46

As the war came to a close, Wood moved to consolidate his power.

According to one unsubstantiated report, on April 14 the newly ap-

pointed secretary of the treasury, Hugh McCulloch, asked Lincoln’s

permission to establish a permanent national police force aimed at sup-

pressing counterfeiting. Lincoln gave his assent, only to be shot dead

that evening. This story, with its tragic anticipation of the agency’s later

mission (the Secret Service did not begin protecting the president until

century’s end) is probably apocryphal. More likely, McCulloch and Jor-

dan acted independently in the political chaos that followed Lincoln’s

assassination. Whatever the impetus, Wood resigned his position at the

Old Capitol Prison on June 1. Shortly after, on July 4, McCulloch ap-

pointed Wood “Chief of the detective force to act under the directions

of the Solicitor of the Treasury, in detecting and bringing to punish-
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ment persons engaged in counterfeiting.” Wood was sworn in the next

day. A photograph taken after he assumed control of the new agency

shows a face that counterfeiters would come to know well.47

In 1865, Wood and his operatives began to catalog and classify the

country’s counterfeiters. This took detective work on a larger scale than

had been attempted in the nation’s history, and during these first few

years, Wood’s small but growing circle of operatives—some twenty

to thirty individuals—logged hundreds of thousands of miles in travel,

interviewed thousands of suspects, and arrested and convicted hun-

dreds of counterfeiters. As federal officials, Wood and his operatives

moved throughout all corners of the country. Each judicial district had
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its own operative, though Wood assigned multiple operatives to key

cities. Each operative, Wood included, sent detailed reports back to

Washington, which a growing cadre of clerks transcribed and filed

away into enormous bound volumes. From the beginning, Wood main-

tained detailed dossiers on different counterfeiters complete with min-

iature biographies, criminal associations, distinguishing physical fea-

tures, past convictions, current status and location, and alleged

violations. A composite portrait of the counterfeit economy began to

emerge.48

Much of what Wood and his agents discovered was a relatively re-

cent development. Though counterfeiters operated on a national scale

prior to the 1860s, the system of locally issued monies limited the reach

of their operations, even if it made counterfeiting relatively easy. The

new uniform paper currency, by contrast, could circulate anywhere.

Consequently, like their predecessors who had preyed on the notes of

the earlier Bank of the United States, counterfeiters of greenbacks and

national bank notes had a strong incentive to invest the necessary time

and money to fashion high-quality imitations. As one report on the

counterfeiting of federal currency concluded, “It will pay counterfeit-

ers to take special pains in the preparation of a bill that can be circu-

lated everywhere from New York to New Orleans, and which will not

be subjected to the scrutiny attending the issue of counterfeits upon lo-

cal banks.” The new federal currency helped nationalize the capitalist

economy, but it did the same for the counterfeit economy as well.49

As Wood and his agents began investigating the criminal operations

behind these new imitations, they quickly realized that by the 1860s

New York City had consolidated its position as the center of counter-

feiting in the United States; Philadelphia was a distant second. In New

York, counterfeiters clustered in the area north of the Bowery, much

as they had during the antebellum era. The most important counter-
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feiters conducted meetings, sealed business deals, and took orders in a

handful of saloons along East Houston Street. Jerry Cousden, a notori-

ous printer and dealer, could be found at 16 East Houston Street at

“The Exchange,” a saloon run by another longtime dealer and burglar

named Langdon Moore (alias Charley Adams)—whom Wood later

described as a “well-bred, ingenious, intelligent man.” William “Black-

smith Tom” Gurney, another dealer, often loitered on the premises, or

spent his days at 50 East Houston, the address of a restaurant and

criminal haunt called “The Arbor.” Jim Colbert, probably the biggest

dealer of all, kept “The Gem,” a “drinking house of low character,” on

the corner of Crosby and Houston. It served as a clearinghouse for the

buying and selling of counterfeit notes, and operatives found cards ad-

vertising it in the possession of counterfeiters as far away as James

Brown of Ohio. A similar set of meeting places could be found in Phil-

adelphia, where that city’s principal counterfeiters—Bill Cregar, Wil-

liam Tarr, Ransom Abrams, Minnie Price, Phineas “Fin” Dizard, and

others—met to place orders, distribute notes, and settle accounts.50

These meeting places functioned as a façade for far more extensive

operations spread throughout the city and the surrounding towns. As

one exposé published around this time explained, “counterfeiting . . . is

a complicated business, and like every business is divided into its sev-

eral branches.” The author of this treatise further noted that counter-

feiters of federal currency required “skillful hands, expensive presses,

and other equally expensive working material.” It is, he explained, “a

business that cannot be commenced without considerable capital.” As a

consequence, “a man of considerable means . . . is generally at the head

of it, who furnishes the necessary capital, and therefore takes the larger

part of the profits.” It was an intriguing parallel: just as conventional

capitalism came under the sway of a dwindling number of plutocrats at

this time, so too did the counterfeit economy. By the 1860s, a small cir-
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cle of these capitalists were controlling the trade in bogus notes, em-

ploying a vast army of low-paid workers.51

New York City and Philadelphia had a number of these magnates,

and many began their careers, à la Horatio Alger, on the lower rungs of

the counterfeit economy. Joshua Miner (or Minor) started life as a

small-time shover and trader, before landing in prison out West in the

1850s. After his release, he drifted to New York, became a paving

contractor, and built a fortune, mostly from the manufacture of coun-

terfeit money. He had many partners, but his favorite seems to have

been Valentine “Frank” Gleason, an engraver who had become a cap-

italist as well. Gleason had a distinguished lineage: he was the nephew

of Cogniac Street’s Ebenezer Gleason. According to one source inter-

viewed by a Secret Service operative, Gleason had “learned the trade of

Old Crane who died out west sometimes since”—a reference to Wil-

liam Crane, the engraver who had clashed with the Cogniac Street

gang back in the 1820s. After a long apprenticeship in the counter-

feiting fraternity, Gleason became a wealthy man, and had taken to

wearing what one operative described as “a large diamond cross and a

long chain.”52

But the most important and infamous of all the capitalists was Wil-

liam “Long Bill” Brockway, who had been arrested and imprisoned for

using the electrotyping process to produce perfect facsimiles over a de-

cade earlier. He emerged from prison in the 1850s and changed his

name to William Spencer, moved to Philadelphia with his wife, and

like William Wood, arrogated a military title for himself. Colonel

Spencer née Brockway dabbled in real estate, made legitimate invest-

ments, and began to move in Philadelphia’s high society. Probably the

most secretive of all the magnates, he remained a shadowy figure dur-

ing the early years of the Secret Service. There is no evidence that he

fraternized with other counterfeiters, save for a handful of trusted in-
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termediaries through whom he exercised his influence and made his in-

vestments. A towering figure—Allan Pinkerton called him “the most

successful counterfeiter known to modern times”—Brockway even-

tually became the public face of the counterfeiting fraternity.53

Capitalists like Miner, Gleason, and Brockway employed various

master engravers (many of them skilled immigrants) in New York City

and elsewhere. But few such men became wealthy from plying their

trade. As one guide to the criminal classes noted, engravers arrested by

the police “present no indication of unusual prosperity, and they say

they have barely made a living. They make the plate or plates and the

dealers make the money.” This observation, confirmed by agents of the

Secret Service, echoed the observation that Waterman Ormsby had

made a decade earlier: engravers generally worked for counterfeiters

out of economic need. And so it was appropriate that in the course of

his investigations Wood discovered that Ormsby had been engraving

plates for Miner and Gleason, along with at least one other criminal

capitalist. Wood, determining that Ormsby had only engraved coun-

terfeits on state-chartered banks, not the new federal notes, never

pushed a prosecution. And to Ormsby’s credit, the little evidence that

remains suggests that he had stopped producing counterfeits as soon as

he started the Continental Bank Note Company, which produced sub-

stantial quantities of (genuine) federal currency.54

Wood and his agents discovered a complicated set of wholesaling re-

lationships as well. Many of these individuals, particularly those doing

business on Houston Street, would contribute part of the capital neces-

sary for producing a counterfeit plate. For example, one operative re-

ported that Jim Colbert was trying to “sell out . . . his interest in the

manufacture of counterfeit U.S. monies.” By advancing the capital and

obtaining what was called an “interest,” counterfeiters like Colbert

were entitled to a certain percentage of the bogus notes. They then sold
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these to a number of trusted dealers, whom Colbert called “customers.”

In turn, these dealers sold the notes to other dealers, who in turn sold

them to shovers. As Wood and his agents soon discovered, most of

these dealers plied their trade outside New York City, distributing

counterfeit notes throughout the United States. One individual, for ex-

ample, was described as purchasing counterfeits, then traveling “around

the country with them for sale.” Many of these dealers had elaborate

networks that spanned the nation. In some cases, dealers used “boodle

carriers” to deliver the goods; more often they depended on other

means of distributing their wares. As one writer noted, “The mails and

expresses are made the medium for exportation from this city.” In re-

sponse, Wood’s operatives began monitoring the mail, arresting dealers

as they dropped off or picked up bundles of counterfeit notes.55

Over the first few years of the Secret Service’s existence, Wood and

his operatives used these scraps of information to map the contours of

the national counterfeit economy. Though New York City and Phila-

delphia dominated the business, several additional key entrepôts were

identified as being dominated by members of the counterfeiting elite.

In St. Louis, Frederick Biebusch, a German immigrant who had run a

criminal empire as early as the late 1840s, served as a middleman and

financier of multiple counterfeiting gangs operating in Missouri, Indi-

ana, and other states along the Mississippi River. Operatives described

him as “an old offender in the bogus currency business,” and “open for

the transaction of any species of rascality whereby he can make money

illegitimately.” Wood soon discovered that Biebusch maintained close

ties with a number of associates: an engraver and dealer named Peter

McCartney, better known as the “King of the Koniackers”; a skilled

engraver named Ben Boyd, who produced a number of stunning coun-

terfeits of greenbacks and national bank notes; Nelson Driggs, a “cap-

italist and outside manager” who financed many counterfeit plates;
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and John Frisby and Louis Sleight, who lived in Nauvoo, Illinois, and

controlled that state’s counterfeiting business. If these men dominated

the Mississippi River Valley, James Brown of Akron remained the

key player in Ohio, western New York, and Michigan. One operative

described him “a celebrated counterfeiter,” and “the largest dealer in

counterfeit . . . Government Securities in the North West.”56

In 1865, Wood launched an aggressive campaign against counterfeit-

ers on multiple fronts. James Brown was one of the first arrested, and

Wood extracted a confession from him that led to the prosecution of

scores of associates throughout the country. Brown never stood trial; he

fell to his death off a canal boat on his way home from a court hearing

the following year. “His career, from dawn to manhood, has been one

of ‘counterfeit presentment,’ ” wrote the Cleveland Herald in a lengthy

obituary of a man whose life, “if written, would put fiction to the

blush.” “He has put more bogus coin into circulation than would a

freight ship,” wrote the paper, “and his inflation of the paper currency

exceeded the wildest schemes of wild cat bankers.” Lest these exploits

seem too romantic, the paper ended on a somber note: “Jim Brown, the

counterfeiter, is dead. Let his deeds be buried in the same dishonored

grave.”57

Other counterfeiters suffered less cruel but equally decisive fates.

Wood secured the conviction of New York’s Jerry Cousden in 1866,

which sparked additional prosecutions. Several of Philadelphia’s cap-

italists were captured and convicted the same year, including Minnie

Price, Ransom Abrams, and Bill Cregar. In addition, Wood and his op-

eratives dealt several blows to the counterfeit economy of the western

states, managing to orchestrate the arrest of the Johnson clan in Indi-

ana and Fred Biebusch in St. Louis. During the 1860s, the Secret Ser-

vice also put away hundreds of less important figures, mostly petty

dealers, shovers, and boodle carriers. At the same time, Wood and his
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agents confiscated engraving machines, plates, dies, paper, and consid-

erable quantities of expensive equipment, bringing these materials back

to Secret Service headquarters in Washington.58

Much of Wood’s success depended on finding ways to circumvent

local law enforcement officials, many of whom colluded with counter-

feiters. Wood later recalled, for example, that he had to work hard to

ensure that counterfeiters had “no opportunity to dicker with local de-

tectives, and prove alibis and good character under the management of

able counsel.” He had good reason to be suspicious. As one of his oper-

atives reported in 1865, “I have already demonstrated the truth of your

suspicions that many of the officers whose duty it is to suppress coun-

terfeiting . . . are themselves in concert with the principals.” Other

agents reported similar findings, especially in urban areas. One coun-

terfeiter in Philadelphia, for example, bragged that “he was in with one

of the best detectives in the city.” In New York City, an operative like-

wise reported that no fewer than five detectives had been “posting Jim

Colbert . . . of the movements of all other officers when they know.”

Other operatives encountered more subtle resistance to federal author-

ity, with state and municipal authorities undermining their efforts at

various turns.59

Wood pioneered several rather questionable methods to steer clear

of these obstacles. As he later recalled, “I was permitted to use my own

methods to effect the desired results.” Wood did not go to the trouble

of obtaining warrants or follow any of the usual rules governing search

and arrest procedures. Nor, he later recalled, did he “solicit assistance

from State and local authority.” Instead, he and his agents relied heavily

on the common-law custom known as “citizen’s arrest,” which enabled

people outside official positions to apprehend criminals caught in an il-

legal act. Wood and his men would thus shadow suspects and arrange

to buy counterfeit notes from them while other members of the force
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watched the transaction. Once the money had changed hands, the “cit-

izens”—Wood’s men—would sweep in and collar the suspect on the

basis of having witnessed a crime. By exploiting this convention, Wood

arrogated policing powers not expressly granted to him by Congress

(though he did manage to obtain an appropriation of $100,000 per year

beginning in 1866). Only later did the Secret Service gain statutory au-

thority for its right to pursue and arrest counterfeiters.60

Wood and his agents came to rely on other equally dubious methods.

Most infamous was the practice of hiring shovers and small-time deal-

ers to entrap the more important wholesalers and engravers. This was

a dramatic shift in policy: though municipal police departments had

relied on informers, or “stool pigeons,” they rarely put them on the

payroll. But Wood made a practice of it, deputizing counterfeiters as

“Assistant Operatives.” In 1866, the New York Times reported that one

George Hyer, an accused murderer, forger, and former counterfeiter,

had been arrested for selling counterfeit money, and in the course of

the trial it came out that Hyer’s sale of bogus bills had been approved

by Wood himself. The following year the Times professed that “the

dealings of the Government with counterfeiters have long been a mys-

tery to the common mind,” citing William Brockway, who had been

arrested for counterfeiting and a few days later “turned up in the employ

of the Government.” The Times claimed that Wood had hired him, and

that when Brockway finally came to trial, the head of the Secret Ser-

vice attended the proceedings, acting “as volunteer counsel, suggesting

points for his defense and doing all in his power to secure his acquittal

against the regular Government officers [seeking] to convict him!” The

article went on to detail other instances of the practice, and concluded

with a not-so-rhetorical question: “Can the Government punish [coun-

terfeiters] in no other way than by taking them into partnership?”61

It was an excellent question, and one that shadowed Wood through-
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out the 1860s. Even by the standards of the day, his methods were un-

orthodox, and they did not always yield the desired results. Many of the

counterfeiters hired by Wood betrayed the government. Some passed

along information to their former associates, while others used govern-

ment agents to punish competitors, much as counterfeiters had ex-

ploited local law enforcement agents in the antebellum era. At the

same time, the growing paranoia of many counterfeiters testified to the

success of Wood’s efforts. After operating with impunity for decades,

counterfeiters found that their chosen profession had grown far more

perilous. One counterfeiter, for example, told an undercover operative,

“It won’t do to tell ones best friends now days his business,” while an-

other admonished an undercover agent to “look out . . . for we have

traitors in the camp.” Still another complained that Wood’s campaign

required “both friend and foe to be watched.”62

Nonetheless, the campaign against counterfeiting suffered setbacks

by the late 1860s. In some cases, the Secret Service obtained a con-

viction, only to have President Andrew Johnson grant a pardon. Part

of the problem lay with worsening relations between Johnson and

Wood’s patron, Edwin Stanton, in the wake of Lincoln’s assassination.

Johnson attempted to evict Stanton and replace him with an appointee

of his own choosing. In response, Stanton’s allies in the Republican

Congress passed the Tenure of Office Act to keep Stanton ensconced.

Frustrated, Johnson attempted to circumvent this restriction by sus-

pending Stanton, resulting in a bizarre standoff that lasted for several

months. Johnson simultaneously fought back on a number of other lev-

els against the Republicans. In what seems to have been an attack on

Stanton, McCulloch, and other Republicans who favored federal con-

trol over the currency, Johnson began pardoning scores of counterfeit-

ers arrested and convicted through the efforts of the Secret Service.

The Republican Congress, perhaps angered by this erosion of the Se-
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cret Service’s prerogatives, passed a resolution in November 1867 de-

manding that Johnson release details on all pardons he had granted to

people accused of making, possessing, or passing counterfeit money.63

Though Johnson may have had personal reasons for undermining

the Secret Service’s authority, the documents he released to Congress

suggest other motivations. Johnson claimed that Wood continued to

violate prisoners’ civil liberties after the end of the Civil War, arrest-

ing and detaining suspected counterfeiters without benefit of counsel.

Wood later admitted as much. According to one recollection, he ar-

rested William Brockway and his wife in New York City and dragged

them to a hotel room in Newark, New Jersey, keeping them prisoner

there for five days. During that period, he relentlessly interrogated the

counterfeiter until he agreed to cooperate. Wood saw nothing amiss in

all this: as he later recalled with glee, “Our interviews were spicy.” Inev-

itably, working methods like these began to hamper the effectiveness of

Wood’s campaign and attract denunciations in the press. By the late

1860s Wood could point to few recent successes and spent most of his

time fending off charges of improper behavior. As one Secret Service

employee later recalled, “The term ‘Secret Service’ conveys to unin-

formed minds, an irresponsible body of men, with an almost [unlim-

ited] supply of money, adopting unscrupulous means to accomplish in-

famous ends.” It was not a reputation that inspired confidence in the

Secret Service, much less the currency it was supposed to protect.64

As criticism of the Secret Service mounted in the late 1860s, Wood

issued a detailed list of rules and regulations that reflected a growing

attention to professionalism. He instructed operatives to maintain a

“strict conformity to the civil law,” and forbade them from exploiting a

number of once-common practices. These included using their status

as government employees to obtain credit or borrow money; receiv-

ing gifts, payments, or gratuities from anyone outside the government;
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and delivering counterfeit materials to unauthorized individuals. Other

rules aimed to improve the agency’s bureaucratic record keeping. All

operatives, for example, now had to submit more detailed reports, and

had to obtain receipts—and written explanations—for all expenses. In

addition, operatives had to maintain itemized accounts of all counter-

feit notes coming into their hands. As mundane as these various re-

forms seem, they testified to a dramatic shift. Increasingly, operatives

were required to subordinate their personal interests to objectives of the

federal bureaucracy. They thus became instruments of a higher power,

the face of a resurgent national government. In a curious turn of events,

confidence in the money supply—and by extension, a capitalist system

dedicated to the pursuit of profit and individual self-interest—had

come to depend on government bureaucrats.65

Most of that transformation did not take place under Wood’s reign,

however. By 1868, Wood’s days were numbered, thanks to Johnson’s

having survived impeachment proceedings. This made Stanton’s con-

tinued claim to a cabinet position untenable, and the secretary of war

soon resigned. His patron gone, Wood’s power diminished. He ceased

to have any control once Grant assumed the presidency in 1869 and

appointed his own officials at the treasury, including Edward C.

Banfield to the solicitor’s position. Banfield, described by one journalist

as someone who “when tested gives the true ring of the genuine coin,”

promptly demanded that Wood resign. Banfield had reason to do so:

Wood by this time had been indicted for having falsely imprisoned a

suspect. In his letter written in response to Banfield’s request, Wood

noted that “flattering myself that I am sufficient Philosopher to rea-

son that when an official desires a change of their subordinates, there is

no alternative but to comply with their wishes, hence I tender you my

resignation.” He also published a less temperate letter addressed to

George Boutwell, the new secretary of the treasury, alleging unfair
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treatment, but to no effect. Wood returned to civilian life, becoming a

private detective and, eventually, a newspaper columnist.66

Still, it is difficult to underestimate Wood’s signal accomplishment:

the establishment of a bureaucratic beachhead at the heart of the fed-

eral government. His personal ambition became the unlikely medium

through which the federal government exercised its newfound sover-

eignty over the currency, and he forged the rudiments of what would

become a powerful and permanent extension of the nation-state’s au-

thority. That expansion was already evident in the closing years of

Wood’s tenure, as growing numbers of citizens wrote the headquarters

in Washington complaining about counterfeiters, identifying suspects,

and supplying leads to investigators. These missives heralded an im-

portant shift in the relationship between ordinary people and the fed-

eral government. Rather than report bogus notes to local law enforce-

ment authorities or the publishers of counterfeit detectors, they looked

to Washington to solve the problem. Only the federal government had

the power to pursue counterfeiters operating on a national scale.67

And only the federal government had the right to issue money. The

same year that William Wood stepped down from his post at the Se-

cret Service, the Supreme Court heard a challenge to the constitution-

ality of the tax on the notes of state-chartered banks. As luck would

have it, Salmon P. Chase, who had resigned as secretary of the treasury

in 1864, was chief justice, and in Veazie Bank v. Fenno, he affirmed his

own policies, ruling the tax constitutional. In the closing lines of the

decision, Chase asserted that Congress, having “undertaken to provide

a currency for the whole country . . . may, constitutionally, secure the

benefit of it to the people by appropriate legislation.” Congress had al-

ready taken steps toward that end, he observed, by passing laws “against

the imposition of counterfeit and base coin on the community.” Simi-

larly, he argued, “Congress may restrain . . . the circulation as money of
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any notes not issued under its own authority. Without this power, in-

deed, its attempts to secure a sound and uniform currency for the coun-

try must be futile.”68

The language was striking. The right to make money was now the

federal government’s alone. A decade earlier, such an assertion—that

the nation could rightly rein in “notes not issued under its own author-

ity”—would have been greeted with derision and unyielding opposi-

tion. But the outbreak of the war had set in motion forces that had uni-

fied the nation and coalesced support for the notes that had helped

preserve it. Indeed, by the time Chase heard the case, the question at

hand had already been decided—not in courts of law, but in the hands

of the nation’s citizens, whose day-to-day handling of the greenback

and its close cousin, the national bank note, testified to a sea change in

economic practice. In their casual exchange of these paper totems of

nationalism, people were unconsciously expressing a newfound faith in

the power of the government to control and regulate the currency.

Chase’s opinion was merely stating the obvious: the era of the state

bank note—either real, counterfeit, or somewhere between—had come

to a close.
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E P I L O G U E

Confidence
in the Country

In his History of Banking in the United States published in

1896, the political economist William Graham Sumner re-

called for his readers the state of the money supply before

the Civil War, dwelling in particular on the problem of counterfeit

money. “It is difficult,” he observed, “for the modern student to realize

that there were hundreds of banks whose notes circulated in any given

community. The ‘bank notes’ were bits of paper recognizable as a spe-

cies by shape, color, size, and engraved work. Any piece of paper which

had these appearances came with the prestige of money.” He then con-

jured a scene remarkably similar to the one that Melville related in the

closing pages of The Confidence Man. Prior to the Civil War, Sumner

told his readers, a person receiving a bank note would inevitably turn to

a counterfeit detector and “scrutinize the worn and dirty scrap for two

or three minutes, regarding it as more probably ‘good’ if it was worn

and dirty than if it was clean, because those features were proof of long

and successful circulation.” From the vantage point of his own era,

Sumner could only marvel that “free, self-governing, and at times, ob-
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streperous people” tolerated this currency for as long as they did. As he

noted with some disbelief, “They treated the system with toleration

and respect.”1

Sumner’s incredulous tone highlighted the sea change that had taken

place during the previous half century. Though devoted to the proposi-

tion that government could do little to address problems of social and

economic inequality, Sumner and other boosters of free market cap-

italism had no interest in returning to an era when, in the oft-quoted

words of one historian of banking, it was “somewhat harder to become

a banker than a brick-layer, but not much.” Indeed, Sumner spoke of

the rise of a national banking system with reverence. “Its first great fea-

ture,” he wrote, “was that it was national and federal . . . a thing which

in the days of misery under the local bank system people had sighed for

again and again as an unattainable hope.” He then went on to extol the

national banking system’s many virtues: its uniformity, stability, and the

fact that it operated under what he termed “federal control.” Con-

fidence in the currency had been restored. The nation had intervened

in the workings of the economy, assuming control of the money supply

so as to eliminate the uncertainties and inconveniences associated with

a system of private currency creation.2

The relationship between the country and the currency thus under-

went a profound shift in the decades following the Civil War. Con-

fidence in the currency had formerly been associated with highly

subjective, ever-changing criteria: the appearance of the note, the de-

meanor of the person presenting it, the corresponding information in a

counterfeit detector. But by the time Sumner was writing, it had be-

come entwined with faith in the nation itself, thanks to the abolition of

the monetary system controlled by state-chartered banks and its re-

placement with a uniform currency of greenbacks and national bank

notes adorned with nationalist symbols. This raised a curious paradox:
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the most vocal defenders of nationalizing the currency were also, like

Sumner, proponents of laissez-faire economics. For these reformers,

the nation had an important, but singular, role to play in the economy.

It would provide the currency; entrepreneurs, speculators, and other

practitioners of capitalism would provide the rest. Whether this was a

“tremendous gain” as Sumner claimed or a more mixed blessing de-

pended on one’s point of view. But there was no denying that the na-

tion-state exercised unprecedented authority over the money supply by

the end of the nineteenth century.3

This outcome was by no means inevitable. In the decades following

the Civil War, political leaders and economic nationalists who antici-

pated Sumner’s worldview labored mightily to consolidate federal con-

trol over the currency. The most distinguished and powerful of these

reformers was John Sherman, who had shepherded the nationalization

of the money supply during the Civil War. As early as 1871 Sherman

used the specter of the older system of banks and bank notes in politi-

cal speeches, recalling for his listeners the “incongruous hotch-potch of

State banks, founded upon the laws of thirty-seven States, without se-

curity, without uniform value, of local circulation, and endangered by a

swarm of counterfeits.” The adoption of a national banking system, he

reminded his listeners, had replaced this system with something far

more worthy of confidence. As Sherman’s political ally and friend Jay

Cooke had observed not long before, “It is impossible to alter National

Bank notes from a lower denomination to a higher, and there is not

now one dangerous counterfeit where under the old system there were

a hundred.” More to the point, Cooke noted, it was “impossible for a

National Bank note to become worthless, or even to depreciate in

value, so long as the Government shall exist and continue to fulfill its

pledges.”4

Yet one pledge remained unfulfilled: the federal government’s origi-
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nal promise to make the greenbacks fully convertible into gold. Doing

so would provide a dramatic demonstration of the nation’s ability to

meet its obligations, and make greenbacks distinct from the irredeem-

able notes, comparable to counterfeits, that state-chartered banks had

issued before the Civil War. As an editorialist argued in the New York

Times in 1874, “There is no absolute safety for the business of the coun-

try until the last vestige of a legal-tender currency is wiped out and the

Government retires completely from the business of manufacturing pa-

per into the ‘counterfeit presentment’ of money.” In 1875 Sherman

helped steer through Congress the Resumption Act, which held that

the United States would begin paying out gold in exchange for green-

backs on January 1, 1879. Appointed secretary of the treasury by Presi-

dent Hayes after the contested election of 1876, Sherman assumed re-

sponsibility for delivering on the legislation’s promise. As he did so, he

kept new political forces at bay, most notably the “greenbackers,” a

populist movement of laborers and farmers who favored an elastic and

inflationary money supply. In a carefully orchestrated public event,

Sherman moved to assure the public that the government could redeem

its outstanding notes. He ordered gold stockpiled at government

subtreasuries and made sure that on January 2, 1879, the government

opened its doors to the public, ready to make good on its promise. But

as one chronicler of the event has written, the day proved “anticlimac-

tic.” In New York City, few people showed up that day to demand coin

for greenbacks. Instead, far more gold was exchanged for greenbacks

than greenbacks exchanged for gold. Confidence in the nation-state

was now as good as gold—or better.5

It was on Sherman’s watch as well that the government moved to

consolidate its control over the currency in a more subtle way, national-

izing the means of production—in other words, the means of mak-

ing money. Starting in 1869, the government began to annex bits and
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pieces of the production process away from the privately owned bank-

note engraving companies. In 1874 the companies began lobbying

Congress to regain these lucrative contracts, arguing that it, not the

government, would better safeguard the currency from counterfeiters.

Sherman disagreed, eventually overruling the recommendations of

a congressional committee that sided with the bank-note engraving

firms. In 1877 Sherman gave the Bureau of Engraving and Printing

total control over all aspects of the country’s currency production.

Though the maneuver prompted vociferous opposition from the

American Bank Note Company and its allies, Sherman’s move was

hardly unexpected. This was the man, after all, who a few years earlier

had proclaimed that “if anything should be national, it should be bank

notes.” Thanks to his efforts, the government now had a complete mo-

nopoly over the making of money on both a symbolic and a material

level. The only thing that remained was to safeguard the money supply

from counterfeiters.6

The formidable challenge of protection fell to William Wood’s suc-

cessors at the Secret Service, who turned the agency into a far more

faceless and professional bureaucracy that symbolized the power of the

nation rather than the power of a single individual. Hiram Whitley, the

capable administrator who replaced Wood, introduced a number of re-

forms aimed at securing the confidence of the public. Whitley fired

most of the counterfeiters whom Wood had hired, along with many of

the more corrupt operatives on the force, replacing them with middle-

class men, a number of whom had worked in business or the profes-

sions prior to joining the force. He also standardized procedures for

arresting suspects, seizing evidence, receiving reimbursement for ex-

penses, and circulating correspondence. In addition, Whitley issued

badges to operatives, giving them the imprimatur of federal authority.

Finally, he worked to secure a steady appropriation from Congress—

approximately $125,000—throughout the first half of the 1870s.7
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The reforms he instituted yielded immediate results: Whitley and

his operatives captured a number of counterfeiters who had previously

escaped prosecution. William Gurney, the famed wholesaler, was taken

in 1870, while Frederick Biebusch, who had managed to secure a par-

don after his previous conviction, was captured and sentenced to a long

term in prison that same year. Other counterfeiters fell into the hands

of the Secret Service over the next two years, most notably Joshua

Miner in 1873. Miner eventually bribed his way to an acquittal, but

Whitley ruined the counterfeiter’s chances of regaining a share of the

market. Though several other counterfeiters remained at large, Whit-

ley’s agents pursued them relentlessly, instituting what Whitley would

later describe as “a reign of terror.” By this time, the Secret Service had

begun acquiring a reputation for omniscience. As one journalist noted

when he visited its offices in 1873, “The ramifications of the Secret-Ser-

vice Division of the Treasury Department extend . . . all over the coun-

try . . . There is a branch office of the division in every city of impor-

tance, as a commercial or monetary centre, in the United States, and

each of these branches is under the immediate supervision of a chief

operative.” Though he conceded that the Secret Service was “a terra in-

cognita to most people,” he assured his readers that however invisible it

might seem, it enjoyed a subtle omnipotence. It is, he noted, “a gigantic

machine, having its ramifications everywhere.”8

Whitley’s successor, Elmer Washburn, presided over the Secret Ser-

vice from 1874 to 1876, and largely completed its overhaul. An engineer

by training and a bureaucrat by nature, he instituted a web of regula-

tions that required operatives to fill out paperwork at almost every

stage of an investigation, thus holding his employees to an even higher

level of accountability. More generally, he issued edicts exhorting them

to maintain their integrity—informing operatives, for example, that

“employees will be judged by the character they sustain, by the results

they accomplish, and by the manner in which they accomplish them.”
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He also obtained statutory recognition of the Secret Service from Con-

gress, insuring the agency’s continued, if not permanent, existence. He

proved equally adept at prosecuting counterfeiters. During his brief

service, Washburn oversaw the arrest and conviction of numerous fugi-

tives, including Nelson Driggs, the “magnate of money making,” and

Driggs’s business partner, John Peter McCartney.9

Most devastating to the counterfeiting industry, perhaps, was

Washburn’s arrest and conviction of the engraver Ben Boyd in 1876. So

valuable was Boyd that a handful of accomplices developed a scheme to

secure his release. Several counterfeiters—described by one chronicler

as a “gang of desperadoes and ghouls”—plotted to steal Abraham Lin-

coln’s body and hold it hostage in exchange for the release of Boyd. The

counterfeiters, who had an apparent fondness for ambiguous symbolic

gestures, planned to steal the corpse on the centennial of American in-

dependence: July 4, 1876. The plan eventually went awry, but was re-

vived that fall, and almost succeeded: two men broke into the crypt,

lifted the lid of the sarcophagus, and were in the process of lifting the

coffin when Secret Service agents, who had gotten wind of the plot,

broke up the proceedings. Abraham Lincoln’s body remained in its

crypt; Ben Boyd remained in his cell. The incident exemplified the Se-

cret Service’s growing mandate to protect the reliquaries and preroga-

tives of the nation. After all, Lincoln’s body was as sacred as the cur-

rency that displayed his visage, and in foiling the plot, the Secret

Service delivered a double blow on behalf of the nation’s authority.10

As the Secret Service captured and convicted the remaining counter-

feiters during the 1870s and succeeding decades, the money supply took

on an ever more sacrosanct quality. Indeed, the Secret Service began

prosecuting anyone who trifled with the symbolic value of the currency.

They began by arresting people who produced so-called flash notes,

imitations of paper money that businesses used as advertisements. The
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agency undertook a similar campaign against manufacturers of toy

money used in children’s games, with R. H. Macy of department-store

fame forced to surrender some 160 boxes of play money to the Secret

Service. As Andrew Drummond, head of the Secret Service in the late

nineteenth century, solemnly explained, “The Securities and Coins of

all countries should be held sacred, that people, especially manufactur-

ers, should not seek to transform them into curiosities.” The Secret

Service consequently prosecuted painters of trompe l’oeil images of pa-

per money, an artistic genre that came into vogue in the 1870s. William

Michael Harnett, a painter based in New York City, began producing a

number of these compelling imitations of federal currency. They could

never pass as money; their mimetic quality had an aesthetic, not a prac-

tical value. But the federal government did not see it this way, and as

Harnett later recalled, a pair of Secret Service agents raided his studio.

As one interrogated Harnett, the other poked his cane in the corners

of the room, demanding to know whether Harnett had any more of

“those counterfeits,” meaning his paintings. Harnett attempted to ex-

plain that what he was doing was not counterfeiting per se, but as he

subsequently learned, “Harmless though it was, it was clearly against

the law, and I was let go with a warning not to paint any more life-like

representations of the national currency.” Harnett abandoned his proj-

ect, as did most artists when confronted with this warning. The money

supply had become a sacred and inviolable symbol that was not to be

manipulated by banks, counterfeiters, or even artists.11

In policing artists like Harnett, the defenders of the new monetary

system sought to eradicate any lingering ambiguity between the genu-

ine and the counterfeit. The confusing classifications that readers

might have found in an old counterfeit detector—genuine, solid, spuri-

ous, altered, broken, wildcat, depreciated, doubtful, and of course,

counterfeit—vanished, replaced by inviolable black-and-white distinc-
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tions enforced in everyday exchanges and courts of law. In the process,

counterfeiters ceased to be the ghost in the capitalist machine; counter-

feiting as a metaphor for the larger capitalist enterprise ceased to reso-

nate. That counterfeiters no longer had such a purchase on the popular

imagination was a testament to the fact that the dual meanings of

“making money”—circulating currency and accumulating wealth—

were increasingly drifting apart. Indeed, if there was a profit to be

made, it was not in the circulation of bank notes, but in the purchase of

stock shares on margin, the trading of commodities in futures markets,

and other mysterious operations. To the uninitiated, these mechanisms

for making money seemed no less alchemical than the dubious bank

notes of an earlier era; to those who understood the power of con-

fidence, such instruments offered new and increasingly esoteric oppor-

tunities for making money. If anything, the machinations of speculators
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figure 35. William Michael Harnett’s trompe l’oeil painting Still Life:

Five Dollar Bill (1877) earned him an appearance in court and persecution by

the Secret Service. Courtesy, Philadelphia Museum of Art: The Alex Simpson,

Jr., Collection, 1943 (1943-74-5).

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



like Jay Gould, Jim Fisk, and other infamous figures took the capitalist

confidence game in new and startling directions in the decades after

the Civil War, putting to shame the more modest feats of an earlier

generation of bankers and counterfeiters.12

From the late 1870s onward, complicated debates over the composi-

tion of the currency became the focus of tremendous political struggle.

While some parties to these debates believed that the federal govern-

ment should provide an elastic supply of irredeemable greenbacks and

plentiful silver coin, others countered with proposals to link national

bank notes to the gold standard. Yet whatever the monetary vision, few

people questioned the idea that the federal government would, whether

directly or indirectly, furnish the paper money and coin in circulation.

The idea of returning to a time when states chartered banks that issued

notes in a dizzying number of denominations and designs—a time

when, as secretary of the treasury Charles Foster recalled in 1892, “only

an expert could distinguish counterfeits from genuine notes”—was un-

thinkable to most participants in these debates. Though a handful of

politicians proposed lifting the prohibitive tax on state bank notes the

same year Foster made his speech, the idea never gained serious con-

sideration.13

If anything, there was a movement toward greater government con-

trol over the currency. Proponents of a new, powerful central bank

gained credibility after the panics of 1893 and 1907, which highlighted

the need for a lender of last resort. In 1908, after the U.S. Treasury had

been forced to deposit government funds into banks in New York City,

Congress passed the Aldrich-Vreeland Act, which permitted the na-

tional banks to issue notes not backed by government bonds, an emer-

gency measure that threatened to sever the ties between the national

currency and the national government. At the same time, Congress

called for the establishment of a National Monetary Commission,
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which would research the idea of establishing a central bank in the

United States. As one proponent of the legislation said before its pas-

sage, “What the country needs is not a makeshift legislative deformity

. . . but a careful revision and a wise reformation of the entire banking

and currency system.”14

That reformation was not long in coming. The National Monetary

Commission’s reports laid the foundation for the creation of the central

bank, as did congressional hearings on the dangers of the “money

trust,” the nickname for the handful of Wall Street banks that con-

trolled a disproportionate share of the nation’s wealth. On December

23, 1913, the Owen-Glass Act established the Federal Reserve, which

would supervise and intervene in the nation’s monetary affairs. A six-

member Federal Reserve Board oversaw the system, which consisted of

a dozen regional Federal Reserve banks. The capital for these govern-

ment banks came from a levy on the assets of the national banks, along

with any state banks that joined the system. Aside from serving as a

lender of last resort and regulating the nation’s money supply, the Fed-

eral Reserve issued its own money (the individual Federal Reserve

banks also issued their own short-lived notes, similar to the national

bank notes). These new notes circulated alongside the national bank

notes, but soon became the exclusive paper currency of the United

States.15

As the twentieth century began, the counterfeiting profession was in

its final, slow decline. Counterfeiting was on its way to becoming one

of the “lost arts,” the New York Times reported in 1908. “The counter-

feiters of the present—what few there are—are what race-track men

would call ‘pikers,’ ” the paper observed. “Their income is less than a

hack driver’s.” The fate of the counterfeiting fraternity seemed to be

linked to the growing respect accorded the Secret Service. As the same

paper observed in awe a few years earlier, readers “have perhaps been
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moved to admiration of the silent, unsleeping detective branch of the

Government, which never appears in the public eye except in the act of

pouncing on a victim and which never forgets a crime or a criminal.”

That image of bureaucratic omnipotence was rooted in results. Accord-

ing to one government survey conducted in 1911, counterfeits consti-

tuted a mere thousandth of 1 percent of the total paper currency in cir-

culation, a dramatic decrease from the nineteenth century.16

Though counterfeiting underwent a brief revival during the hard

times of the 1930s, the Great Depression also spurred legislation that

completed the nationalization of the money supply begun during the

Civil War. The Gold Reserve Act of 1934 effectively removed gold as

the direct foundation of the money supply, making most of the federal

currency “redeemable in lawful money,” as opposed to precious metals.

Toward that end, the law mandated that private citizens could no

longer own gold bullion, and the federal government bought up all do-

mestic gold supplies, which would henceforth be used to underwrite

the buying and selling of the various foreign currencies used to stabilize

the dollar. While gold would continue to have an indirect role in the

money supply for several more decades, this legislation made con-

fidence in the currency synonymous with confidence in the govern-

ment. Separate legislation passed at the same time abolished the system

of national banks. The right to make money was now firmly in the

hands of the federal government alone, and paper currency was backed

by nothing more—and nothing less—than the public’s confidence in

the nation-state.17

This state of affairs would have seemed deeply alien to the bankers

and counterfeiters who plied their trade in the first half of the nine-

teenth century. They lived in an era of unsettling change, a time when

even the simplest economic exchanges required people to place their

trust in strangers—the unknown customer standing at the store coun-
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ter with a strange bank note in hand, or the founder of the bank whose

signature appeared on that note, but whose bank vault holdings re-

mained a secret. Yet it was also an era of boundless opportunities for a

certain colorful class of self-made men to make money from—and

for—the country’s chaotic economy. Whether they did so in clandes-

tine workshops in the backwoods of the frontier or in the chambers of a

marble-columned bank in the nation’s burgeoning cities, they shared a

common impulse to conjure wealth out of thin air. They were modern-

day alchemists, and they succeeded on a grand scale, even if the bank

notes they made seemed neither entirely real nor completely counter-

feit.

It was a curious time, but it could not last. The cataclysm of the Civil

War, and the search for national unity it fostered, compelled the federal

government to secure the right to make money as an exclusive privilege

of the nation-state. Something was lost in that transition: a sense of the

limitless possibilities for freewheeling entrepreneurs to make money

and orchestrate new means of exchange. But much was gained. The

federal government’s conclusive victory over counterfeiters, combined

with the nationalization of the currency, has paid significant dividends.

Beginning in the twentieth century, people handling paper money

ceased to inspect and question its authenticity. Money became almost

invisible, the subject of a quick glance, but little more. What had been a

country of counterfeits became a genuine nation, enjoying complete

control over the money that circulated within its borders. And so it re-

mains today. The little slips of green paper pass from hand to hand,

emblems of our faith, trust, and perhaps most important of all, our

confidence in both our country and its currency.
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A N O T E O N S O U R C E S

R esearching the history of counterfeiting in the nine-

teenth-century United States posed a few unusual

challenges. Finding sources was not the problem, but

they turned out to be far more dispersed and fragmented than I had

anticipated. Counterfeiters moved frequently across city, county, state,

and national boundaries, and documenting their activities eventually

required research in multiple parts of the United States, as well as in

Canada. An added complication was self-imposed, in that I wished to

rely on a handful of individuals to propel the narrative and analysis for-

ward. This proved difficult enough when dealing with the obscure de-

tectives, bankers, publishers, and other figures who had dealings with

the counterfeit economy; it was far more challenging to track the coun-

terfeiters themselves, most of whom sought to cover their tracks, not

mark them for posterity.

In order to circumvent this problem, I devised a system of binders in

which I filed copies of every newspaper clipping, pardon application,

memoir, and other source I came across. I arranged these in alphabeti-

cal order by the name of the counterfeiter cited in each text, and gradu-

ally assembled a “rogue’s gallery” that spanned the years between the

1790s and 1860s. The volume and variety of sources reviewed—criminal

memoirs, prison records, newspapers, magazines, family genealogies,

legislative proceedings, local histories, court records, criminal indict-

ments, pardon applications, credit reports, extradition requests, city di-
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rectories, and census records, to name a few—enabled me to identify

certain key players in the counterfeit economy of the United States. It

soon became apparent that many of them gravitated toward one of sev-

eral nodes in the counterfeit economy.

The first of these was the border region between Vermont and Can-

ada, which became the focus of the first two chapters. The opening

chapter on Stephen Burroughs proved easiest to research. I reviewed

the various editions of Burroughs’s Memoirs, several of which contained

information on his later career in Canada. I supplemented this review

with an extensive survey of newspapers from throughout New England

between 1804 and 1810, the years when he enjoyed the greatest notori-

ety; pardon files from the Vermont State Archives yielded additional

information. But the richest sources surfaced on the other side of the

border, particularly in the National Archives of Canada in Ottawa.

There I combed through land records, pardon applications, correspon-

dence of the provincial secretary, and several smaller collections. The

materials extracted from these records, when combined with compre-

hensive reviews of newspapers from Montreal, proved helpful in recon-

structing Burroughs’s career, as did records on deposit at the Stanstead

Historical Society in Stanstead, Quebec.

Chapter 2, a community study of the “Cogniac Street” enclave,

turned to many of these same materials. But the core of this particular

chapter relied on the tremendous resources at the Archives Nationales

du Québec. It was only recently that this institution opened the case

files of the Court of King’s Bench for the District of Montreal, and I

reviewed every criminal case in this district that was tried between 1809

(when the records begin) and 1835, when the counterfeiting industry

began its slow decline. These records contain letters and depositions of

astonishing detail, not only on counterfeiting, but on other criminal ac-

tivity in both Canada and the United States. I fleshed out these cases
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by consulting the bench books of James Reid, chief justice of the Court

of King’s Bench from 1825 to 1838. Extensive surveys of newspapers in

Quebec, New York City, Boston, and Vermont helped round out the pic-

ture. So too did a review of almost every travel account published be-

tween 1800 and 1850 that described this region and its inhabitants.

While the federal government did not play a significant role in pros-

ecuting counterfeiters before the Civil War, scattered records on de-

posit at the National Archives and Records Administration proved use-

ful for fleshing out Chapter 3, on the Bank War. A collection of

criminal case files from the Eastern District of Pennsylvania was in-

valuable for researching the exploits of Ebenezer Gleason, Lyman

Parkes, and others, while applications for federal pardons filled in

much of the picture here and throughout the book. Additional records

from the Solicitor of the Treasury revealed the limits of federal prose-

cution of counterfeiters, as did State Department correspondence

concerning extraditions. Sadly, the Second Bank of the United States,

which took the lead in prosecuting counterfeiters prior to the 1830s, de-

stroyed its files not long after it closed its doors. The papers of its presi-

dent, Nicholas Biddle, do survive, and these became the next best thing

for filling in the details of the campaigns described in this chapter.

Several other sources contributed to my understanding of local law

enforcement during this period, particularly the records of the New

England Association against Counterfeiters at both Harvard Business

School’s Baker Library and the Bostonian Society; the published re-

ports of its successor, the New England Association for the Suppres-

sion of Counterfeiting; prison records from Sing Sing and Eastern

State Penitentiary, available at the New York and Pennsylvania State

Archives; published reports of prison reform associations; and banking

records at Harvard Business School’s Baker Library and the Massachu-

setts Historical Society. I supplemented these materials with the usual
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assortment of newspaper accounts, criminal memoirs, and autobiogra-

phies of prison keepers, sheriffs, and other officers of the law. I was not

able to make use of municipal police records simply because so many of

them were destroyed long ago: the New York City police department,

for example, pulped most of its antebellum records early in the twenti-

eth century. The records of other major cities—Boston and Philadel-

phia, for example—are equally disappointing.

The counterfeiters of the Middle West formed the focus of Chapter

4. Here, research centered on the career of the Brown family in the

Cuyahoga River Valley. The various local historical societies proved in-

valuable, as did the Western Reserve Historical Society. When paired

with a review of all the relevant court records and case files from the

Portage County Records Center, a portrait of the region’s counter-

feiters began to emerge. I supplemented this data with manuscripts

from the Ohio Historical Society, as well as local newspapers published

between 1820 and 1850, particularly Samuel Lane’s Buzzard. The fortu-

itous discovery of correspondence, depositions, and other material in

the federal court files from New Orleans put flesh on the bones of the

narrative, as did pardon applications and the correspondence of sev-

eral governors at the Ohio State Archives. Most useful of all was Sam-

uel Lane’s history of the region, written in the late nineteenth cen-

tury. Lane, who witnessed many of the counterfeiters’ exploits, was a

serious historian, interviewing contemporaries and doing extensive re-

search into legal files and other sources. Local histories and newspapers

from other states in the region gave insights into similar enclaves that

emerged from the 1830s onward.

New York City was the principal entrepôt for bogus notes, and here

I turned to the Municipal Archives in New York City. The key collec-

tion—and the heart of Chapter 5—proved to be the indictments of the

district attorney for the Court of General Sessions. Thanks to the ef-
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forts of former archivist Kenneth Cobb, these records have been saved

and microfilmed; they contain a tremendous wealth of detail on crime

in New York City in the nineteenth century. Rather than sample the

records, which would have given an incomplete view of the counterfeit

economy at this time, I reviewed every counterfeiting indictment be-

tween 1790 and 1860, a total of approximately one thousand cases. In

time, I identified a separate cache of counterfeiting indictments from

New York City at the American Numismatic Society in Colorado

Springs. Its unusual provenance notwithstanding, I made use of this

additional collection, supplementing the indictments with the exten-

sive collection of prison records and inmate release registers at the New

York State Archives. Surveys of multiple New York City newspapers

(particularly the penny press) provided additional information on key

cases, trials, escapes, and other events that illuminated in detail the

manufacture, distribution, sale, and passing of counterfeit notes, as well

as the corruption of the bank-note engraving industry.

One newspaper in particular deserves special notice: the National

Police Gazette. This weekly, which began publication in 1845, provided a

wealth of material on counterfeiters and their adversaries. The editors

kept detailed dossiers on criminals throughout the United States, and

published documents, letters, and reports from far-flung correspon-

dents, providing a useful overview of the criminal underworld. It is a

well-known source, though most historians have used the microfilm

edition available through UMI’s American Periodical Series (now ac-

cessible and searchable online). Unfortunately, this collection is woe-

fully incomplete, and only covers the years between 1845 and 1846. A

twenty-year gap follows, with the microfilm beginning again in 1866.

In time, I located two additional runs of the periodical. The first, at the

American Antiquarian Society, covered the rest of the 1840s; the sec-
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ond, a recently unearthed set of volumes at the Boston Public Library,

covered the years through 1855, as well as scattered issues from the end

of the decade. Articles from these issues provided invaluable informa-

tion on counterfeiting as well as law enforcement.

Many counterfeit detectors have suffered the same fate as police

records: unlike more conventional periodicals, libraries generally did

not save counterfeit detectors, and few exist today outside of private

collections. Using several secondary works in numismatics, I was able

to locate a considerable number of these in several research libraries,

most notably the American Antiquarian Society, the Library Company,

the Free Library of Philadelphia, the New York Historical Society, and

the American Numismatic Society. These provided a surfeit of infor-

mation on counterfeits and counterfeiters, as well as on the different

kinds of bogus bills: spurious, altered, raised, and so-called wildcat

notes. Aside from a handful of economic historians and numismatists,

few scholars have made use of these publications, even though they

provide a tremendous amount of qualitative information on the work-

ings of the antebellum economy.

Bank notes are another neglected source. For most people in the

nineteenth century, paper money was the most tangible evidence of the

market revolution, yet bank notes rarely merit a mention in the histori-

ography on this transformation. Though an iconographic analysis of

bank notes was outside the scope of the present project, I made use of

them as evidence as much as possible, drawing on extensive collections

at the American Numismatic Society, the National Numismatic Col-

lection at the Smithsonian Institution, and the American Numismatic

Association. I was assisted in this by the many collectors of obsolete

bank notes who have published their own research in journals un-

known outside of numismatic circles. This same research was very
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helpful when it came time to write Chapter 6, on bank note engraving.

So too were the bank notes themselves, which bear evidence of the

transformation of that industry.

Chapter 7 focuses on a very different kind of paper money: the

greenbacks and national bank notes. Here I also drew on more conven-

tional materials: legislative records, economic pamphlets, newspaper

accounts, and the government records of the Confederacy. I also relied

on the records of the U.S. Secret Service, which survive in two distinct

collections. The first, at the National Archives and Records Adminis-

tration, contains correspondence, agents’ reports, descriptions of coun-

terfeiters, and a host of other sources from the early years of the bu-

reaucracy’s existence. A second collection of documents on deposit at

Secret Service Headquarters in Washington filled out the story. This

cache contains materials relating to William Wood, including his ex-

tensive reminiscences published in the 1870s and 1880s in Washington,

D.C., newspapers. I made use of these records as well as the many

memoirs of detectives, police officers, and Secret Service operatives ac-

tive in the 1860s and 1870s.

This book was largely researched and written before the advent of

digital resources. Nonetheless, I was able to make use of some of these

materials, beginning with a number of newspapers and diaries from

the Civil War. Last-minute searches for selected counterfeiters in

Proquest’s digital American Periodical Series, Early American News-

papers Series, and its full text version of the New York Times yielded

several serendipitous finds, as did several other online resources: the

collection of legislative materials compiled by the Library of Congress;

the “Making of America” project operated by Cornell University and

the University of Michigan; Indiana University’s “Wright American

Fiction, 1851–1875”; and local histories digitized by Ancestry.com.

I hope that the range of sources used in this project will show that
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the story of counterfeiting—and more broadly, money—is just as much

a social, political, and cultural history as a story of economics. It is very

strange indeed that historians studying the “market revolution” or the

“transition to capitalism” have failed to examine the curious transfor-

mations that the money supply underwent during the nineteenth cen-

tury, even while they have written countless books and articles on

changes in production and consumption. Money was the mysterious

link between all these elements, a tangible incarnation of the some-

times elusive economic transformation taking place at that time.
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to counterfeiting, 83, 89–90, 165, 178, 189,

198, 199. See also Crime, subculture

Hoyer and Ludwig, 322

Huntington, Daniel, 229–230

Hurd, Elijah, 78, 124

Illinois, 156, 164, 187, 196–198, 200, 215, 278;

Cave-in-Rock, 165; counterfeiting in, 164,

165, 196–198, 200; Genoa, 196–197; Lake

County, 198; Nauvoo, 200, 343, 352; prohibi-

tions on banking of, 200. See also Middle

West

Independent Treasury, 191, 309, 311; estab-

lished, 309

Indiana, 94, 158, 164, 167, 190, 194, 195, 198, 201,

278; banking in, 167; Beaver Lake, 199;
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Black Swamp, 201, 203–204; Bogus Island,

199; counterfeiting in, 190, 194, 198, 345, 351,

352; Indianapolis, 343; Lagrange County,

198; Lawrenceburg, 164; Noble County, 198–

199; prohibition on banking of, 200; Rising

Sun, 164. See also Middle West

Industrialization: of bank note engraving busi-

ness, 262, 277, 298; of shoemaking, 98

Inks and dyes used in manufacture of paper

money, 300–301, 317

Insurance companies, notes of, 3

Iowa, prohibition of bank notes and,

200

Jackson, Andrew, 106, 107, 125–126, 129, 131,

132–134, 136, 140–142, 144, 149–153, 191, 309;

dislike of paper money, 126, 150–151, 153; and

election of 1832, 134, 140; on federal reserve

notes, 370; hatred of Second Bank of the

United States, 126, 132; issue of Specie Cir-

cular, 150, 191; Kitchen Cabinet of, 126–127,

141–142; removal of federal deposits, 140–141;

veto of rechartering bill, 132–133, 180, 309;

views on counterfeiting, 151. See also Bank

War; Biddle, Nicholas; Democratic Party;

Kitchen Cabinet

Jacksonians. See Democratic Party; Jackson,

Andrew

Jails. See Prisons and jails

Jefferson, Thomas, 108, 134

Jeffersonian Republicans, 57, 108

Johnson, Andrew, 355, 357

Johnson, Barney, 122

Jordan, Edward, 345

Kendall, Amos, 126

Kentucky, 158, 164; counterfeiting in, 199

Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Bank-ing Com-

pany, 181, 182, 183. See also Mormons

Kitchen Cabinet, 126–127, 141–142. See also

Jackson, Andrew

Knight, Ephraim, 76, 77

“Koniacker” (slang for counterfeiter), 66, 70,

96, 256, 351

Lacey, Timothy (alias). See Brown, Daniel, Jr.

Lalanne, Leon, 80–81, 85

Land banks, 30–31, 33

Land speculation, 44, 149, 180

Lane, Samuel, 171, 172–173, 179–181, 188–192,

194–195, 201–204, 205–207, 431; “Jedidiah

Brownbread Jr.,” pseudonym of, 188; famil-

iarity with James Brown, 179; first publishes

Buzzard, 188–189; source, reliability of, 431.

See also Brown, James; Cuyahoga River Val-

ley

Latta, William, 170–171, 179, 194, 198, 199

Law, John, 30, 54

Law enforcement, 14, 17, 49; jurisdictional

conflicts, 34–35, 133, 145, 148, 159; limits of,

24–25, 34–35, 57, 68–69, 76–78, 79–81, 114, 117,

145, 159, 168–169, 197, 225, 226–227, 279; pri-

vate support of, 49, 52, 73, 189, 278; reward

money for capture of counterfeiters, 69, 144;

and telegraph, 225. See also Bail; Bounties

and bounty hunters; Courts, criminal; Mar-

shals, U.S.; New England Association

against Counterfeiters; New England Asso-

ciation for the Suppression of Counter-

feiting; Pardons of counterfeiters; Police;

Prisons and jails; Punishment of counter-

feiters; Vigilante justice

Legal tender, 27, 32, 313–315, 318; Confederacy

and, 319. See also “Demand notes”; Green-

backs

Legal Tender Acts, 313–315, 344

Lewis, Thomas Adams, 68, 70–76, 96, 139,

176

Lincoln, Abraham, 315, 330, 331, 340, 341, 345,

366; assassination of, 345, 355; national banks

and, 330; plot to steal corpse of, 366; as sym-

bol on money, 318

Livingston, Edward, 125

Locke, John, 29

Lotteries, 236, 238, 251

Lovejoy, Owen, 313

Lower Canada. See Canada; Cogniac Street;

Eastern Townships

Loyalists (British), 46–47, 68; toleration of

counterfeiting by, 52, 76

Lysander (pseud.), 38–40, 54. See also Bur-

roughs, Stephen

Madison, James, 96, 111

Mariner, George, 96

Marshall, John, 151

Marshals, U.S., 117, 189, 190, 194, 201, 202, 203;

limited numbers and efficacy in the early

nineteenth century, 117. See also Law en-

forcement; Mills, Ithiel; Police

Marx, Karl, 295

Massachusetts Bay Colony, 27, 33

Mather, William, 194, 204

McCartney, John Peter, 351, 366

McClean, High Constable, 122

McCord, Thomas, 80–81
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McCulloch, Hugh, 345, 355

McIntyre, Archibald, 236, 238

McIntyre’s Bank Note List, 238

Mechanics’ Bank of New York City, 240–241

Melville, Herman, 4, 10, 14, 15, 17, 19, 152, 208,

333, 340, 360. See also Confidence Man, The

Memminger, Christopher, 320–323, 325, 328.

See also Confederacy

Memoirs of Stephen Burroughs. See Burroughs,

Stephen, memoirs of

Mercantile Agency, 260–261, 276–277,

302

Mercantilism, 26

Merchants Bank of New York, 2

Michigan, 278; banking in, 149, 158, 159, 185–

186; counterfeiters in, 158, 159, 201

Middle West (region), 156, 157–160, 164–165,

167, 170, 180–201; banking in, 167, 180–186;

counterfeit detectors and, 240; counterfeit-

ers in, 159, 160, 164–165, 170, 180, 186–190,

190–201; inhabitants’ preference for coin,

170; New York City as source of counter-

feits, 278; support for Second Bank of the

United States, 132; tolerance of counterfeit-

ing among inhabitants, 159. See also

Cuyahoga River Valley; Illinois; Indiana;

Iowa; Michigan; Missouri; Ohio; St. Louis;

Wisconsin

Mills, Ithiel, 189, 190, 194, 202

Miner, Joshua, 349, 365

Mississippi River Valley, 17, 30, 158, 159, 164,

199, 351, 352; market for counterfeit notes,

278; southern portion becomes inhospitable

to counterfeiters, 199. See also South (region)

Missouri: counterfeiters in, 156, 198, 199, 204,

205, 278, 351; prohibition on banking,

200

Mitchell, Charles, 114, 121, 125, 141

Money. See Bank notes; Banks and bankers;

Bills of credit; Bullionist theories of money;

Counterfeit notes; “Demand notes”; Coins;

Currency; Graybacks; Greenbacks; Hard

money advocates; National banks; Paper

money; Shinplasters; Value, monetary

Monongahela Valley Bank (Penn.), 250

Monopolies: banking, 42, 108, 127, 132; bank

note engraving industry, 263, 298, 302–303;

counterfeiting, 79, 85; of government over

money supply, 308, 364. See also Competi-

tion, economic

Moore, Langdon, 292, 348; alias of, 348; manu-

facture of altered notes and, 292

Moore, Russell, 283

Mormons, 181–183, 200; accused of counter-

feiting, 200; Kirtland Safety Society Bank,

181, 182–183

Morris, Robert, 44

Moses family (counterfeiters): Benjamin, 68,

114, 115, 119, 121, 122, 123, 124, 138, 139, 141;

Reuben, 68, 114, 115, 119, 122, 123, 124, 133–134,

138, 139. See also Cogniac Street

Murray, George, 268

National Bank Note Company, 321, 338

National banks, 330–340, 362; as compromise

between federal and state sovereignty, 334–

335; iconography of notes, 336, 337, 338–339;

organization of, 335, 339–340. See also Bank

of the United States; Banks and bankers;

Greenbacks; Nationalists, economic

National Currency Act, 334–335

National Gazette, The, 141–143

Nationalists, economic, 18, 304, 361–362. See

also Bank War; Biddle, Nicholas; Chase,

Salmon P.; Federal government; First Bank

of the United States; Greenbacks; Hooper,

Samuel; National banks; Nation-state; Sec-

ond Bank of the United States; Sherman,

John; Walker, Robert J.

National Monetary Commission, 369,

372

National Police Gazette, The, 13, 82–83, 84, 92,

97, 119, 120, 145, 224, 251, 254, 255–256, 257

National Republicans, support for Second

Bank of the United States, 136, 144

Nation-state: as basis of monetary value, 12, 19,

307, 308, 315, 319, 330–332, 333–334, 338–339,

340; borders of, 24–25, 47–48, 57, 61, 64; po-

licing powers of, 57; role in money supply, 3,

17–18, 41–42, 245, 309–319, 332, 358–359, 362;

symbols of on money, 147. See also Federal

government; First Bank of the United

States; Second Bank of the United States

Nauvoo, Illinois, 200, 343, 352

Neal, John, 6, 10, 233

New England Association against Counter-

feiters, 134, 136–139, 143, 154–155; assault on

Cogniac Street, 137–140; campaign to enlist

support, 137; demise of, 154–155; political af-

filiation of, 136. See also Boston; Law en-

forcement; New England Association for

the Suppression of Counterfeiting; Nichols,

Benjamin Ropes; Suffolk Bank

New England Association for the Suppression

of Counterfeiting, 278, 293, 300–302; invites

proposals for anti-counterfeiting measures,

300–302; lobbies for law requiring destruc-
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tion of bank note plates, 293; photographic

counterfeits and, 300–301; Seropyan contro-

versy and, 301–302. See also Law enforce-

ment; New England Association against

Counterfeiters

New Haven Bank, 284–285

New Orleans, 84, 122, 158, 320; counterfeiters

in, 172–178

New York Bank Note Company, 295, 302

New York City, 195, 206, 208, 213, 236, 238,

260, 281; banking establishment of, 132, 137,

222–223, 247, 269, 311; banks of opposed to

nationalization of currency, 331, 339; banks

of opposed to Second Bank of United

States, 132; Bowery, counterfeiters of, 96,

215, 347; center of engraving industry, 187,

188, 269, 278; as entrepôt for distribution

and sale of counterfeits, 66, 89, 91–92, 95–

99, 216–220, 222, 223; as epicenter of cap-

italist transformation, 215–216; Five Points

neighborhood of, 98, 209, 215; neighbor-

hoods defined by class and, 226; note bro-

kers and, 291–292; police force of, 114, 144,

278–279, 291, 353; as production center for

altered notes, 291–292; as production center

for counterfeits, 208, 278, 287–288, 347, 348,

351. See also Cities

New York State Legislature: free banking law

of, 154; and security of bank note plates,

283

Nichols, Benjamin Ropes, 134–138, 144, 148. See

also New England Association against

Counterfeiters; Suffolk Bank

Niles, Hezekiah, 6, 8, 13, 16, 111–112, 113

O’Brien family (counterfeiters): Eliza, 99;

Honora, 99, 213; Kate, 99; Michael, 99, 289;

Peter, 99. See also Shepherd family

Ohio, 167, 278; banking in, 167, 180–185; Black

Swamp and, 201, 203–204; Boston, town of,

160–161, 164, 166, 167–169, 170, 172, 179;

Cincinnati, 164, 208, 236, 252, 273; Cleve-

land, 158, 201, 207, 208; counterfeiters in,

157–171, 179–180, 186–195; Muskingham

River, 158; restrictions on banks, 200;

Tuscarawas River, 158. See also Brown, Dan-

iel; Brown, Daniel, Jr.; Brown, James;

Cuyahoga River Valley

Ohio & Erie Canal. See Canals

Ohio River, 158, 164, 165, 278

Old Capitol Prison, 308, 341–342, 343, 344,

345

Ormsby, Waterman, 255, 260–264, 267, 269–

277, 280, 284, 292–293, 294–299, 302, 303–

304, 337–338, 350; and Continental Bank

Note Company, 338, 350; counterfeiting and,

261, 275–277, 280, 350; credit rating of, 260–

261, 276–277; criminal partnership with

Charles Ely, 275–276; critique of capitalism,

295, 302; education of, 269; explanation of

errors on counterfeits, 255; exposé of coun-

terfeiting, 260–261, 270–275; inventions of,

269–270, 284; likens bank note engravers to

counterfeiters, 264; national bank notes and,

336–337, 338; and New York Bank Note

Company, 295, 302; opinion of Jacob

Perkins, 264; slander lawsuit and, 276–277,

302; and “Unit System” of engraving, 295–

298. See also Dies and plates, bank note; En-

graving, bank note; Perkins, Jacob

Orphan Institute’s Bank (Ohio), 181

Owen-Glass Act, 372. See also Federal Reserve

Packer, John, 281

Paige, Seneca, 63–64, 67, 95, 99, 119; conflicts

with William Crane, 85–86; early career of,

68–70; epitaph of, 63; leadership of Cogniac

Street enclave, 81–82; physical appearance

of, 68. See also Cogniac Street

Panics, economic, 8, 110, 143, 211; of 1819, 74,

112, 167; of 1837, 9, 152–154, 180, 185–186, 281,

406n51; of 1857, 4, 252, 302; of 1893, 369; of

1907, 369. See also Capitalism

Paper money: American innovation of, 26–33,

39; aversion toward, 30, 41–42, 73–74, 128–

129, 150, 152–154, 185–186, 313; private citi-

zens’ issue of, 110, 152; shortages of, 205;

substitute for alchemy, 29–31, 39. See also

Bank notes; Bills of credit; Coins; Hard

money advocates; Shinplasters

Pardons of counterfeiters, 35, 106, 134–135, 142,

215, 279–280, 355, 356, 365; and political

struggle between Andrew Johnson and

Edwin Stanton, 355–356. See also Law en-

forcement

Parkes, Lyman, 68, 82–85, 119–124, 134, 144–149,

155–156, 176; alias of, 145; appearance of, 120;

biography in National Police Gazette, 82–83,

84, 119–120, 145; and Daniel Brown, 176;

Cogniac Street and, 82–84; convictions, 84,

119, 146–147; counterfeiting operations in

Massachusetts, 84; and Ebenezer Gleason,

119–124; masterpiece of, 147; pardon and re-

lease from prison of, 155; Second Bank of

the United States and, 119–121, 144–149; sub-

sequent career of, 155–156; Virginia opera-
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Parkes (continued)

tions of, 124. See also Cogniac Street; New

England Association against Counter-

feiters; Second Bank of the United States

Passers and passing of counterfeits, 94, 101,

209–235; African Americans and, 232; cloth-

ing and, 227–229; coordinated campaigns

and, 225; counterfeit detectors and, 254–258;

early history of, 225–226; economic dif-

ficulties of, 210–211, 215–216; evening and,

224; gender roles and, 213, 215, 226–228, 231,

232; illiteracy of, 233; illustration of, 230;

itinerancy of, 226; methods of, 221–235, 254–

255, 257; morality and, 233–235, 258; motiva-

tions for, 210–211, 212–213, 215–216, 233–235;

partnerships and, 219–220, 224; petty retail-

ers as targets of, 209, 223; preferred denomi-

nations and, 222, 223; preparation of coun-

terfeits and, 222; Secret Service and, 354;

“shovers” and “shoving” as slang for, 409n1;

women as, 209–210, 213, 219–220, 226–228,

231, 232. See also Bank notes; Counterfeiters;

Crime, subculture; Dealers and distributors

of counterfeits

Peddling, relationship to counterfeiting, 89, 226

Perkins, Jacob, 264–266, 268–269, 270; design

of bank notes, 265; innovations in bank note

engraving, 264–266, 268–269, 270;

siderographic process and, 266, 268; stereo-

type plate and, 264, 266; subsequent career,

268. See also Engraving, bank note; Ormsby,

Waterman

Pet banks, 106, 140–141. See also Bank War

Philadelphia, 103, 113–114, 130–131, 132, 144–146,

148, 236, 268, 324; criminal underworld of,

113, 114; engraving industry and, 278; as

entrepôt for distribution and sale of coun-

terfeits, 217; police force of, 114, 119, 144, 217,

353; as production center for counterfeits,

114–115, 121–122, 145, 347, 348, 351; sale of

counterfeit graybacks and, 324, 326. See also

Cities; First Bank of the United States;

Second Bank of the United States

Phoenix Bank (Boston), 166

Photography and counterfeiting, 286, 300–301

Pinkerton, Allan, 198

Planters’ Bank of Nashville (Tennessee), 273

Planters’ Bank of Wetumpka (Alabama), 273

Police, 114, 118, 119, 122, 144, 199, 278–279, 291;

collaboration with counterfeiters, 279, 353;

corruption of, 144, 145, 278–279, 353; limited

efficacy of, 114, 118; in southern states, 199.

See also Law enforcement; Marshals, U.S.

Police Gazette. See National Police Gazette

Potter, John, 33

Price, Minnie, 348, 352

Prisons and jails: counterfeiters in, 40, 66, 84,

97, 118, 124–125, 197, 203, 205, 308, 343–345;

counterfeiting operations within, 119; es-

capes from, 40, 97, 115, 118, 124–125, 197. See

also Law enforcement; Old Capitol Prison;

Punishment of counterfeiters

Promissory notes, 11, 186, 260

Prostitution, 232

Protestant ethic, 15; counterfeiters as antithesis

of, 212–213

Punishment of counterfeiters, 28, 33–34, 35, 74,

78, 109, 117, 154; compared to punishment of

fraudulent bankers, 74, 154, 279–280; death

penalty and, 34, 35, 78, 109, 117; in Europe,

33–34, 117; and national bank notes, 335. See

also Death penalty; Extradition; Vigilante

justice

Quebec. See Canada; Cogniac Street; Eastern

Townships

Railroads, notes of, 3

Raised notes, 8, 214, 286–287; defined, 8, 287;

ease of manufacture, 287; growing popular-

ity in 1830s, 287; manufacture on Cogniac

Street, 287; in pages of counterfeit detectors,

239, 287. See also Altered notes; Spurious

notes; Wildcat banks and bankers

Rawdon, Wright, & Hatch (company),

273

Reed, Fitch, 67

Regulation, economic: aversion to, 126, 127;

limits of, 14, 380n15

Resumption Act, 363

Retailers, as targets of counterfeiters, 209,

223

Retailers of counterfeits. See Dealers and dis-

tributors of counterfeits

Rhode Island, reputation for monetary insta-

bility, 32, 54–55

River Raisin Bank (Mich.), 249

Rosencrans, Joseph, 282–283

Rush, Benjamin, 146

Russell, Ellen, 231

Sales of counterfeits. See Dealers and distribu-

tors of counterfeits

Schmidt, Solomon, 321–322

Second Bank of the United States, 103–105,
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111–113, 115–116, 119, 120–150, 155, 167, 172, 176,

180, 289, 309; architecture of, 103, 104, 115;

branch drafts of, 129–130; branches of, 112,

121, 129; campaigns against counterfeiters,

121–122, 125, 143, 176; chartering of, 111;

Langdon Cheves and, 112; constitutionality

of, 129–131, 132, 133; contributions to money

supply, 116, 128; counterfeits on, 115–116, 119,

121–123, 129, 130–131, 172–176; demise of, 144,

149, 180; early operations of, 111–112; func-

tions of, 105, 111; mismanagement of, 111–112,

143–144, 167; notes of, 105, 111, 115–116, 119,

123, 128, 147; opposition toward, 112, 126–129;

regulation of state-chartered banks, 105, 111,

112, 126–128, 149; stabilizing influence of, 105,

111, 127; support for renewal of charter, 131–

132; veto of rechartering bill, 107, 132–133,

180, 309. See also Bank War; Biddle, Nicho-

las; Jackson, Andrew

Secret Service, U.S., 308, 340–358, 364–366;

bureaucratic organization of, 347, 356–357,

364, 365, 373; criticism of, 354–356; and Con-

gress, 341, 354, 355, 356, 364, 366; establish-

ment of, 345–346, 364; funding of, 353, 364;

operatives of, 346–347, 351; “play money,”

prosecution of, 367; professionalism of, 365–

366; reforms of, 356–357, 364, 365; relations

with local law enforcement, 353; statutory

recognition of, 366, 425n60; success of, 352–

353, 355, 365, 372–373; trompe l’oeil painters,

prosecution of, 367; working methods of,

353–354

Selover, Philip, 217

Seropyan, Christopher, 301–302

Severance, Rufus, 96, 99

Shays’ Rebellion, 41

Shepherd family (counterfeiters), 97–98, 100,

213, 217; Abraham, 97–98, 100, 213, 217, 225,

281; Charles, 97; Cornelius, 97; Honora, 99,

213–215, 223, 289; James, 97, 98–99; Mary, 97,

100; William, 97. See also Dealers and dis-

tributors of counterfeits; O’Brien family;

Passers and passing of counterfeits

Sherman, John, 315, 331–334, 340, 362, 363–364

Shinplasters, 152–154

Shovers and shoving. See Passers and passing

of counterfeits

Siderographic process, 266, 267, 268. See also

Engraving, bank note; Perkins, Jacob

Silliman, Benjamin, 285

Silver. See Coins

Sing Sing Prison, 97, 213

Slab City (slang term for Frelighsburg, Que-

bec), 90, 93, 166. See also Cogniac Street

Slavery, 18, 199, 310, 320, 329, 330, 334; law en-

forcement and, 199; iconography of Con-

federate treasury notes and, 329. See also

Civil War

Sleight, Louis, 352

South (region), 158, 199; absence of counter-

feiters in, 199, 278; absence of engraving

firms, 278; law enforcement in, 199. See also

Confederacy; Middle West

Spain and Spanish colonies, as source of coins,

108

Specie. See Coins

Specie Circular, 150, 191

Spencer, William (alias). See Brockway, William

Spring, Samuel, 48–49

Spurious notes: defined, 8, 292–294; method of

manufacture of, 293; numbers of, 292; in

pages of counterfeit detectors, 239. See also

Altered notes; Raised notes; Wildcat banks

and bankers

Stanton, Edwin, 341–344, 355, 357

Stark County Orphans Institute, 181

Starkey, George, 29

State Bank of Georgia, 115

State Bank of Missouri, 205–206

State-chartered banks. See Banks and bankers,

chartering by state legislatures

States’ rights, 18, 127, 310, 320, 330, 331,

334

Stephens, Alexander, 325

Stereotype bank note plates, 264, 266

Stevens, Willard, 193

St. Louis, 201–202, 204, 278, 351; counterfeiters

in, 343, 351; as source of counterfeits for

Mississippi River Valley, 278, 351

Stool pigeons, 279, 354

Strangers. See Anonymity

Strong, Lydia, 197–198

Stuart, William, 88, 90–91

Sturdivant family (counterfeiters), 164, 165,

171

Suffolk Bank, 105, 134–136, 137, 140, 149, 154;

regulatory role of, 135, 149; stops underwrit-

ing prosecution of counterfeiters, 154. See

also New England Association against

Counterfeiters; Nichols, Benjamin Ropes

Sumner, William Graham, 360–361

Supreme Court, U.S. See Courts, criminal,

federal

Sylvester, Sylvester J., 236, 238

Taney, Roger, 126, 151

Tarr, William, 348
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Taxation: and Confederacy, 319–320; of state

bank notes, 312, 339–340, 369; and Union,

319–320, 330

Taylor, William G., 166, 172–178; conflicts with

James and Daniel Brown, early history of,

166; in Illinois, 197; partnerships with James

and Daniel Brown, 172–178; reputation of,

176; trial of, 174–178

Telegraph, 225

Tellers, bank, and powers of counterfeit detec-

tion, 222–223

Tenure of Office Act, 355

Thompson, John, 236, 238–240, 243, 244–250,

252–253, 294, 331, 335; accused of taking

bribes, 249–250, 253; conflicts of interest of,

248–250; early history of, 238; failure of, 252;

founds First National Bank of New York,

339; lottery ticket sales of, 238; as note bro-

ker, 238, 248–249; other publications of, 243,

244–245, 255–256; proposes national cur-

rency, 331; publication of bank note reporter

and counterfeit detector, 239; strained rela-

tions with banking community and, 247–

248, 339; testimony in counterfeiting cases,

294. See also Autographical Counterfeit Detec-

tor; Counterfeit detectors; Thompson’s Bank

Note Reporter

Thompson’s Bank Note Reporter, 239–241, 246–

250, 255, 335

Tobacco, as currency, 26; used for preparation

of counterfeit notes, 222

Tontine Insurance Company, 248

Tradesmen’s Bank (New York), 214

Treasury, U.S., 111, 309, 310, 315, 335, 339, 345,

369; hires private engraving firms, 335; issue

of notes before Civil War, 309; signatures

on “demand notes,” 311; solicitor of, 345, 357;

transfers engraving of national currency to

Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 364. See

also Bureau of Engraving and Printing;

Chase, Salmon P.; “Demand notes”; Green-

backs; Legal tender

Treasury notes, Confederacy. See Graybacks

Treasury notes, U.S. See Greenbacks

Underwood, Russell, 48

Uniform currency. See Currency, uniform

Union Bank (New York), 187–188, 209

Union Bank Note Engraving Company, 322–323

United States. See Congress, U.S.; Federal

government; Nation-state; Secret Service

Universal detectors (publications), 242, 244.

See also Counterfeit detectors

Upham, Samuel, 323–325, 327

U.S. Mint, 57, 108, 117, 245, 303. See also Coins

U.S. Secret Service. See Secret Service

U.S. Treasury. See Treasury, U.S.

Value, monetary: confidence as basis of, 9, 12,

43, 61–62; extrinsic source of, 29; intrinsic,

10, 28–29; nation as basis of, 12, 19, 307, 308,

318–319, 333, 361. See also Bullionist theories

of money; Coins

Van Buren, Martin, 132, 152, 153, 155
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