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Jacob Perkins - American Genius, by Arlie R. Slabaugli

JACOB PERKINS

Although such large and excellent one-volume encyclo-
pedias as the Columbia Encyclopedia do not today even
mention Jacob Perkins, here was one of our truly American
geniuses of all time, both numismatic and otherwise. In
fact, the diversity of his inventions make one think of an
earlier day Thomas Edison. It is to be regretted that he is
not better known since he made many valuable inventions
in America including the revolution of paper money—then
he went to England where he produced a whole new series
of inventions; perhaps he was given more recognition there
as he never returned to America.

Jacob Perkins was born on July 9, 1766 in Newbury-
port, Massachusetts, the fifteenth of 20 children. He at-
tended school as a child, but when he was 13 and the
Revolutionary War had taken most of the able-bodied
men from town, he decided it was time to learn a trade.
He thereupon entered a 7-year apprenticeship with Edward
Davis, a goldsmith and clockmaker. At 15 his master died
and he continued the business alone rather than seek a
new apprenticeship. While learning the business he made
his first invention—a new method of silver plating shoe
buckles for the buckle shoes then popular.

He seems to have had a natural ingenuity. Even though
he was not completely trained before his master died, he
became so skillful a die sinker on his own, that at the age
of 21, Massachusetts engaged him to cut the dies for its
1787 and 1788 cents and half cents which show an Indian
standing on obverse with an eagle on reverse.

On November 11, 1790 he married Hannah Greenleaf
of Newburyport. They had nine children. It was at about
the time of his marriage that he invented a machine for
cutting and heading nails in one operation—before that
the heads were put on the nails. A company was formed
for their production but through mismanagement of his
partners the firm failed and he was involved in financial
troubles.

In 1792 Perkins traveled to Philadelphia to secure a
position as die sinker in the newly organized United
States Mint but the position went to Joseph Wright. Per-
kins' proof of ability was based on his work on the Massa-
chusetts' copper and on a pattern dollar, the border of
which was done on a jeweler's lathe. The Washington
portrait on this dollar was later used by Perkins nor the
Washington funeral medals.

It was after 1800 that Jacob Perkins began to reach his
stride. During the period 1801 to 1816 he obtained 14 U.S.
patents on fire engines, pumps, polishing and graining of
leather, the manufacture of spoons, etc. As a result, he was
elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in
1813.

But his principal contribution during this period, and
the one known at least by name to many numismatists
was his invention of patent steel plates for banknote
engraving, or "Perkins' plate notes" as they are often
called. These "stereo-type" plates were a major advance in
the production of paper money as we know it today.

In Colonial times, paper money was printed from cop-
per plates. But copper is relatively soft and did not give
long printing runs before wearing out. Because of this the
plates had to be reproduced frequently and this made it
necessary to use comparatively simple designs although
it was known that more intricate designs were harder to
counterfeit. But intricate designs on copper would have
cost too much to reproduce many times, so they were kept
simple, which also made it simple for counterfeiters.

Jacob Perkins' invention was a hard, long-lasting steel
plate that permitted the use of detailed designs and letter-
ing, making it difficult for counterfeiters to reproduce with-
out special equipment, and saving millions of dollars for
the public. Perkins did not invent the hardening and soft-
ening of steel but he was the first to successfully apply it to
steel engravings. A steel plate was first engraved and hard-
ened. A cylinder of soft steel, two to three inches in
diameter, was then rolled back and forth across the plate
surface until the design of the plate was impressed in the
softer metal in reverse. The steel had first been softened
by burying it in pure iron filings which were then fired to
a white heat for four hours in a tightly closed cast iron
box. This removed the carbon from the steel. The cylinder
was now ready for hardening which was done by again
adding carbon to the steel. In this process it was placed
in a box of charcoal powder at just above a red heat for
several hours. Afterward it was withdrawn and plunged
into cold water and tempered. The hardened cylinder bear-
ing the design in reverse could now be rolled on any
number of soft steel plates to make a facsimile of the
original.

One will find many notes printed by Perkins during the
early 1800's, particularly in the New England area where
he lived. They are generally distinguishable by the use of
the denomination repeated over and over in very small
letters as a background. Later he invented a means of re-
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producing engravings through his invention of the sidero-
graphic press, the use of which permits the reproduction of
portraits and other engravings on our banknotes to this
day. While Mr. Perkins did not eliminate counterfeiting,

he did so far reduce it that widespread use of paper money
became practical, and the Massachusetts legislature passed
a law requiring all State banks to use his process after May
1809.

OBVERSE OF EARLY PERKIN'S NOTE.

REVERSE OF EARLY PERKIN'S NOTE.

After living in Boston and New York for some years,
he moved to Philadelphia in 1816 and joined the banknote
printing firm of Murray, Draper, Fairman & Co. This firm
was already well established and with the addition of Mr.
Perkins its reputation was enhanced. I may also add that
Christian Gobrecht was employed by this firm at the same
time. Some years later after Gobrecht became Chief En-
graver of the U. S. Mint, there was a dispute as to who
invented the medal-ruling machine, "a device whereby
medals, etc., could be engraved directly from the relief
face and a plate thus prepared for reproduction on paper."
Both Gobrecht and Asa Spencer claimed its invention.
Spencer was also associated with Perkins and Gobrecht in
the Murray, Draper, Fairman firm. While practical appli-
cation of the invention must go to Gobrecht, I believe
either he or Spencer got their ideas for it from Perkins.

In 1818 Sir Charles Bagot, British Minister to the
United States, having heard of their fine work, persuaded
the firm to offer their services to the Bank of England
which was then having trouble with its notes being coun-
terfeited. Mr. Fairman, one of the officers of the firm, Mr.
Perkins, Mr. Spencer, and Charles Toppan went to Eng-
land for the purpose of obtaining a commission from the
Bank of England to print its notes. (Charles Toppan later
formed his own banknote firm in 1829. From 1837 to 1840
the firm was "Draper, Toppan, Longacre & Co." Draper
was one of the original partners of Murray, Draper, Fair-
man & Co. which, in various re-organizations at one time
included Spencer in its firm name. Lonacre, of course, is

the man who later became Chief Engraver of the U. S.
Mint. All of these firms were predecessors of the American
Bank Note Co.)

In England they produced a number of fine proof notes
for various English banks and India, but did not procure
the contract for their production. Mr. Perkins wanted too
high a price for the use of his patent.

A banknote company was formed in England wherein
they were joined by Charles Heath, an English engraver,
whose family lended financial assistance. This firm, Per-
kins, Fairman and Heath was established in 1819 but in
1820 Fairman, Toppan and Spencer returned to America,
and the firm name was changed to Perkins and Heath, as
Mr. Perkins decided that his future lay in England. This
firm prospered as they produced excellent notes consid-
ered to be the finest of the day.

Later the firm became Perkins, Bacon & Co. They pro-
duced many early banknotes around the world, such as
Brazil, etc. An important honor belongs to them as in
1840 they received the contract to produce the first postage
stamps—the Penny Black. The firm continued in business
until 1936.

Another printing invention credited to Mr. Perkins is
the use of a roller instead of a dauber for more even distri-
bution of ink on engraved plates. In physics he is known
for his experiments proving the compressibility of water
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as measured by a piezometer he invented. Other inventions
made while in England include refrigeration machinery,
a uniflow steam engine, a central hot-air heating system,
various steam engines and boilers, ship pumps and other
equipment connected with water and steam. He invented
an instrument to measure the depth of water, another to
measure the speed a vessel moved through water. He even

constructed a gun in which steam instead of gunpowder
generated the explosive force—with it a shot went through
eleven planks of hard wood, each an inch thick.

In England Jacob Perkins' inventive genius was recog-
nized. By the time of his death on July 30, 1849, 19 British
patents had been granted to him and he had received many
honors and awards. It is time that we recognize his scien-
tific and numismatic contributions, too.

The Origin Of The Provisional Government Drafts Of Texas
by John H. Swanson

The exact sites where civil authority was exercised in
Texas during the struggle with Mexico are not always
clearly discerned. Hence it does not seem too surprising
that we should find collectors of paper items who presume
that the drafts issued by the auditor of the Provisional
Government were "obviously from Washington on the
Brazos" 1 , whereas an ex-governor of the state has asserted
that:

"The Constitution of 1836, by which the first provis-
ional government of Texas was organized, and which
represented different municipalities, met at San Felipe
de Austin on the Brazos River. That continued to be
the meeting place of the executive offices, i. e., the
governor, the lieutenant governor, and the members
of the Executive Council, of whom there was one for
each community, until their powers ceased upon the
meeting of the Convention, March 1, 1836."2
The Handbook of Texas, which presents the views of

the Texas State Historical Association, places the site of
government at San Felipe during the period now being
considered, but it does not specifically exclude the possi-
bility that one or more civil functionaries could have held
forth in some adjacent settlement.

The drafts of the Provisional Government were issued
during the months of January and February, with all of
the extant specimens being signed by John W. Moody and
H. C. Hudson. Since there were no other signers or official
handlers of the instruments at the time of their preparation,
it is clear that any attempt to determine their geographic
source could begin and end with determination of the
whereabouts of these men during the initial two months of
1836. However, it seems desirable to locate for the reader
all of the civil functionaries whose work could have related
in any way to the issuance of the drafts we are considering.

The General Consultation of 1835 had chosen the gov-
ernor and the members of the General Council, but it had
not specified the place where they would hold forth. On
November 17th the Council voted to move the seat of
government from San Felipe to Washington on the Brazos;
but Governor Smith vetoed the proposal, and it failed to
carry over his veto. 4 Hence, according to one historian,
"the seat of government remained at San Felipe until about
the 22nd of February, 1836."5

During mid-November the Council had passed on all
expenditures, subject to approval of Governor Smith.6

However, on November 24 this arangement was changed,
the signature of the chairman of the Finance Committee
being all that was required for items to be allowed and
paid.7,8 This arrangement was also vetoed by Governor
Smith,9 but it may have been put into immediate use, and
the measure was passed over the governor's veto on Decem-
ber 10.* From that time on Governor Smith was without
control over expenditures.10,11

A Treasurer was arranged for, and "a Standing Com-
mittee of Public Accounts" was created, which Committee
was to "receive, audit, and register all accounts, and report
the same each week" to the Counci1. 12 Joshua Fletcher was
appointed as Treasurer. However, the Treasury became
barren on or about December 23, 13 soon after which date
we cease to hear of Mr. Fletcher, and the use of drafts of
nonnegotiable type, signed by the auditor and the comp-
troller, was instituted as standard monetary practice.

The offices of Auditor and Comptroller were arranged
for on or near December 26. The first and only auditor
to be appointed was John W. Moody, about whom very
little has ever been written. Insofar as is known, he held
forth at the old municipality headquarters—the "state-
house" in the rather metropolitan settlement of San Felipe.
He avoided involvement in the factional quarrels of that
time, and the quality of his service rendered him acceptable
to subsequent administrations as well as to the factions
within the Provisional Government. No writer has ever
reported Moody's presence in Washington on the Brazos.
Whereas the governor, lieutenant governor and officials
of the Council turned their records over to the Convention,
Moody retained his papers at San Felipe. At some time
subsequent to February 29 Moody packed his records and
moved out. His whereabouts cannot be reported for the
next few months. He became the auditor of the Republic's
government at Columbia in October, 1836. While serving
there he put his Provisional Government records in proper
order, and when Houston became the temporary capitol in
1837 he supervised the transport of his papers to that place.
A few months after Lamar became President of the Re-
public, Moody left the Treasury Department to open a
drug store in Houston. His records were presumed to have
been among those which were moved from Houston to
Austin by oxen in September and October, 1839. 14 , 15 They
apparently survived the Archive War but may have been
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