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A Colonial Counterfeit
By Forrest W. Daniel
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The counterfeiting of paper money began in the
American colonies almost immediately after its introduc-
tion in 1690 and became so wide spread that the governor
of Massachusetts recommended, in 1720, that counter-
feiting be made a capital offense and the law strictly
enforced. In the years that followed all the colonies
except Connecticut enacted laws making counterfeiting
punishable by death; "Tis Death to Counterfeit," or a
similar statement appeared on many issues of colonial
currency. But the malefactors took little notice as they
reproduced the bills.

Early notes were often crudely engraved and easily
imitated, and since paper money was a new development,
few people were able to distinguish between the good
and the bad.

On December 25, 1752, John Layman's 20-shilling note
of the Province of New Hampshire was declared counter-
feit by Justice of the Peace Jonathan Trumble (Trum-
bull) of Lebanon, Connecticut. Lyman said he had got-
ten the bill from Phineas Strong of Coventry. By law
Trumble was to seize the bill and write the name of the

person from whom he received it on the back with a
statement that it was delivered as a counterfeit bill. He
was to hold the bill while Lyman attempted to get proper
payment for it. If payment was refused action could
be taken to recover on the bill. Suit could be brought
only if the holder of the false note had it declared counter-
feit before attempting to recover payment from the per-
son from whom he had received it. In case suit was
brought to enforce payment the justice holding the bill
was to deliver it to the court hearing the case. In this
instance, however, Justice Trumble permitted Lyman to
take the note to show it to Strong and try to get a
settlement. The outcome of that confrontation is un-
known, but part of the note survives.

This is the certificate Trumble attached to the counter-
feit bill with sealing wax: "Lebanon, Decem'r 25th, 1752.
These Certify That M. Jn'o Lyman hath delivered me a
false & Counterfeit Bill made in Imitation of a Twenty
Shillings New Tenour Bill of the Province of New Hamp-
shire, which he declared To me he rec'd of Phineas
Strong Esq'e of Coventry as a True Bill of that Denomi-
nation. Certified Jon'th Trumble, Just's Pacis. NB. Let
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M. Lyman Take The Bill, to Shew to M. Strong, & return
it or Lodge it In The hand of Some Other Authority &
Bring me This Certificate & (or) a Certificate where
'tis lodged."

Less than half the note remains attached to the certifi-
cate; it reads, "1742 By Order of ye General Court or
Assembly. No. 137." The denomination is in the upper
left corner, "20s." The pine tree seal of the Province
of New Hampshire occupies the upper center with the
date 1743 below and to the right of the seal. The seal
is dated "Feb'y 1744." The coat of arms of England
occupies the balance of the left half, and the signatures
the lower right half. Although only a portion remains,
the signatures appear to be Eleazer Russell, Peter Gilman,
and Geo. Jaffrey.

Emissions of early New Hampshire notes were very
small and the counterfeiting of them so extensive that
the genuine bills scarcely gained currency status. The
new tenor issues began in 1742. Additional dates were
engraved into the printing plates in succeeding years
and the plates used again and again as further emissions
were authorized by the assembly. This accounts for
the dates 1742, 1743 and February 1744 on the counter-
feit.

Like many issues of currency in colonial times, the
issue of 1744 was to finance a military operation. The
emission was limited to £13,000 to finance the successful
expedition against Louisburg, on Cape Breton Island,
in the King George's War phase of the French and Indian
Wars. Without redating, the same plates were used for
additional issues of £6,000 and £8,000 in July and Octo-
ber of 1745. An emission of £60,000 to provide food,
clothing and arms for another Canadian expedition was
made in July, 1746, from the same plates. These later
printings made the issue plentiful and all but two denomi-
nations are known to have been counterfeited.

It would seem, then, that the counterfeiters were put-
ting out imitations of a six to eight-year-old note. They
hoped to escape detection by passing them in colonies
well away from New Hampshire, where they might be
detected more easily.

The most likely source of this counterfeit was Dr.
Samuel Dusten of Haverhill, Massachusetts. In 1751 he
was associated with Joseph Bill and Jonathan Woodman
in producing and passing counterfeit New York and
New Hampshire bills. Dusten was described as a tall,
slim man who wore red plush breeches and a black wig.
Bill and Woodman were apprehended in New York but
Dusten escaped to New England. Dusten was captured
later and tried at Portsmouth, New Hampshire but was
acquitted. It was reported that after the trial a false
plate of a 20-shilling bill and one of a two-shilling six-
penny bill were found and defaced in the presence of
the court.

Later that fall another confederate of Joseph Bill, one
Willet Larabe, was convicted by the superior court of
Kings County, Rhode Island, of passing counterfeit 20-
shilling new tenor bills of New Hampshire. On his con-
viction Larabe "was sentenced to stand in the pillory
for half an hour, to have both ears cropped, to be

branded with R on both cheeks with a hot iron, to be
imprisoned for one month, to pay double damages to
the persons injured by his counterfeit bills and the costs
of prosecution, and to forfeit the remainder of his estate,
both real and personal, for the use of the colony. The
corporal punishment was executed at South Kingston
on 7 November."

Destruction of the bogus 20-shilling plate in New
Hampshire did not end production of those counterfeits.
Several appeared in Connecticut in December, 1752, and
John Lyman's at Lebanon on the 25th of the month. On
the 28th Captain John Payson complained before a Jus-
tice of the Peace in Killingly that he had received three
of them from a man who said he was John George of
Hampton, New Hampshire. George said he had received
the bills from Dr. Sam Dusten at Haverhill and had
knowingly passed five of them in Connecticut.

Counterfeit New Hampshire 20-shilling new tenor bills
plagued Connecticut for several years. Joseph Avery was
convicted at Norwich of passing them in 1755. Joseph
Munsel, perhaps an associate of Dusten, was arrested in
1756, and his hearing was held at Hartford. The case
was nolle prossed, with Munsel dismissed on payment of
charges. A false 20-shilling New Hampshire note was
introduced as evidence in that case; it is now in the files
of the Connecticut State Library.

Connecticut's first issue of paper money was in 1709,
and the first law relative to counterfeiting bills of credit
was passed in May, 1710. Penalties under that law were
ill-defined and not especially severe in contrast to laws
which went into effect later. In 1717, the treasurer of
the colony, assistants, and Justices of the Peace were
ordered to seize any false, altered or counterfeit bills,
write the name of the person from whom the bill was
seized on the back of the note, plus the name of the
person from whom he declared he had obtained the note,
and to investigate the source at his discretion.

Continual and increasing quantities of counterfeit bills
were introduced into the economy of the colonies, so
in an effort to curb the circulation of false bills penalties
became more severe. Increasing trade between the colo-
nies made circulation of foreign bill easier; therefore
penalties were extended to passers of foreign counter-
feits. In May, 1724, Connecticut enacted the following
law:

"Be it Enacted by the Governour. Council and Repre-
sentatives, in General Court Assembled, and by the Au-
thority of the same, That whosoever shall presume to
Forge, Counterfeit, Alter or Utter any bill or Bills of
Credit of this Colony, or the Bills of Credit of the Prov-
inces of the Massachusetts-Bay, New-Hampshire, New-
York, Rhode-Island and the New-Jersies, knowing them
to be such, That now are or hereafter shall be issued by
the Law Established, either in this Colony or either of
the aforesaid Provinces; or that shall Council, Advise,
Procure, or in any ways Assist in the Forging, Counter-
feiting, Imprinting, Stamping, Altering or Signing of
any such false Bill or Bills, knowing them to be such; or
Engrave any Plate, or make any other Instrument to be
used for that purpose, every Person or Persons so of-
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fending, being thereof Convicted before any of the Su-
perior Courts in this Colony, shall be Punished by having
his right ear cut off, and shall be Branded on the Fore-
head with the letter C. and be committed to a Work-house
and there be confined to Work under the care of a Master
till the day of his Death: and never depart from said
House without special Leave from this Assembly, under
the penalty of being severely Whip't; and that all the
Estate of any Person offending as aforesaid, shall be Fore-
feited to this Government: also the Person so offending
as aforesaid, shall be for ever debarred of any Trade
or Dealing within this Colony in any wise, upon the
penalty of being severely Whip't."

When the penalty was imposed in Connecticut a few
years later, a Boston Newspaper commented that if such
a "moderate" punishment were inflicted in Massachusetts,
instead of death, that colony would soon exceed any of
its neighbors in the number of convictions.

The signature of Justice Jonathan Trumble on the
certificate attached to Lyman's counterfeit New Hamp-
shire bill enhances its interest, for Trumble was a promi-
nent figure in colonial and revolutionary times. Born in
Lebanon. Connecticut, in 1710, he graduated from Har-
vard in 1727. Although educated for the ministry he fol-
lowed, rather, the legal profession. He was successful
in commerce in Lebanon and became wealthy. He suf-
fered reverses, however, in 1766, and became virtually
bankrupt. It was at that time that he changed the spelling
of his name from Trumble, as it appears on the certifi-
cate, to Trumbull. He was still paying his creditors when
the Revolution began.

He entered politics in his early twenties, was elected
to the General Assembly in 1733, and served as speaker
several times. He also served as deputy governor and
Chief Justice of the Superior Court. Though not schooled
in law, Trumble became judge of the Windham County
Court in 1746.

In his career as a public official Trumble was con-
cerned with counterfeiters many times. On an occasion
in Boston in 1748, he personally rewarded a man who
had exposed himself to danger in the capture of a
counterfeiter. The counterfeits involved in that case
were Connecticut bills of seven shillings, and the General
Assembly of Connecticut saw fit to repay Trumble for his
outlay. He also maintained contacts with other officials
in Connecticut and adjoining colonies in attempts to
curtail activities of known counterfeiters.

Jonathan Trumble, assistant, issued a warrant at Hart-
ford, February 24, 1756, for the arrest of Asa Phelps,
member of a gang of known counterfeiters. The deputy
sheriff said he was prevented "by some crafty deception"
from taking Phelps. Phelps was arrested later on an-
other warrant but was released on his promise to expose
others involved in making and passing false bills.

In September, 1764, Trumble examined the notorious
Gilbert Belcher, counterfeiter of coin and bills. Belcher
was bound over to the Superior Court at Windham in
£150 bond. He was indicted for making and passing
six Mexican cobs. Belcher was convicted at the trial

and was sentenced to pay a fine of £50 plus £28/11/1
costs.

A staunch supporter of colonial rights, Trumbull, as
chief justice in 1768-9, turned aside applications of royal
customs officers for writs of assistance in collecting
taxes in Connecticut. Later, during the Revolution, he
was the only colonial governor who supported whole-
heartedly the cause of freedom.

Jonathan Trumbull was named governor of Connecti-
cut in October, 1769, and served in that capacity for 15
years. During the Revolutionary War the state of Con-
necticut was a principal source of supply to the Conti-
nental Army. General Washington sent more than a
thousand letters to Governor Trumbull asking aid in
money, men, food, clothing, arms and munitions. The
people of Connecticut heeded the pleas of their governor
and maintained the flow of supplies to the army. Wash-
ington acknowledged the assistance given to him by
Trumbull when he said his services "justly entitled him
to the first place among patriots."

With his advancing age, opposition to Governor
Trumbull increased and he retired from office in 1784.
His death came two years later.
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