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Go Fight City Hall
By Maurice M. Gould

Recently I read in one of the coin publications about
a $2 Revenue Bond dated June 20, 1867, which had
been issued by the City of Little Rock, Arkansas. The
owner of the bond had written to the Mayor to find out
if the original was of any value and why the bonds were
issued. No one at City Hall knew why the bonds were
issued, but there was speculation that carpetbaggers were
responsible.

The gentleman also wanted to know if the bond could
be redeemed and if the city had to redeem it, the cost
would be $4,399.52, as the city had agreed to pay 8%
interest on this bond. On checking, the city found that
they did not have to redeem the bond because a State
Supreme Court decision held that city bonds and script
issued in the years immediately after the Civil War are
void.

I also recently read a story about a gentleman in
Massachusetts who was trying to redeem a piece of
colonial currency, and of course you can imagine the
fantastic value it would have with the interest over so
many years if it was still valid. I am sure that many
others have tried to redeem their broken bank bills and
old paper in the past.

One of the world's greatest paper money collectors and
dealers, the late D. C. Wismer, found that some banks
had money set aside to pay for some of these obsolete
notes. A few of the banks are still in existence; others
have changed their names, etc.

It was the story about the $2 note which led me to
recall some correspondence of a similar nature which
was in my files. A number of years ago I purchased a
great deal of numismatic correspondence from the late
dean of New England numismatics, John Le Blanc. He
was well known as a researcher, collector and dealer and
told me I would find many interesting stories and in-
formation among this material. The following is taken
from actual letters in one of the files:

On March 1, 1921, Henry C. Ezekiel of Cincinnati,
Ohio, wrote to the Honorable Mayor of the City of New
Orleans, Louisiana, as follows:

"Dear Sir: I have found among some family papers
a $20 note of the City of New Orleans dated October
12, 1864 and which reads—`The City of New Orleans
will pay $20 to bearer' signed, S. Howell, Controller and

John S. Walters, Treasurer; on the back is 'This note
is issued x x x under and by virtue of ordinance No.
6250, approved October 12, 1864,' etc.

"Will you please be kind enough to let me know if your
city will pay the amount of this note, with interest to
date, if I send it to the proper official of your city for
collection through my bank and oblige. Very truly
yours, Henry C. Ezekiel."

On March 4, 1821, the Secretary to the Mayor of New
Orleans answered, "In reply to your letter of the 1st, I
regret to inform you that it is my understanding the note
of the City of New Orleans which you hold, of date
October 12, 1864, is of no value."

On June 2nd, also of the same year, Henry again
wrote the Mayor that, "Referring to a former corre-
spondence had with you respecting a $20 bill of the City
of New Orleans which I wrote you on March 1, 1921,
your secretary answered that his understanding was that
the note was of no value. This note was issued by the
City of New Orleans on October 12, 1864, and the debt,
Ordinance or Law under which this issue was made by
the City of New Orleans, I understand was never re-
pudiated, and I think that the City of New Orleans ought
to be responsible for this debt with interest. If you are
not able positively to give me the facts in the case respect-
ing this indebtedness, will you please be kind enough to
refer the matter to your City Counsel or Solicitor in
order that he may render an opinion respecting it with
the proper data in connection therewith.

"I regret very much indeed to give you any further
trouble regarding this matter, but as this note was found
among some family papers, as I stated before, and cost
a member of our family the face value of the note, I
should think that the City of New Orleans should at least
pay the face value if not the interest in addition."

On June 14, 1921, Mr. Ezekiel heard from the law de-
partment of the City of New Orleans that, "Referring
to your letter of June 2, 1921 to the Honorable J. Mc-
Shane, Mayor of New Orleans, I respectfully request that
you furnish this office with an exact copy of the note in
question. This is necessary for the reason that the search
made by this office has disclosed no such obligation on
the part of the city, nor any data to show that such
notes were ever issued. Consequently, I request that you
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send me not only a copy of the note, but also whatever
other information you have at hand."

Mr. Ezekiel then again wrote a rather lengthy letter
and received another reply from the law department of
the City of New Orleans: "Your letters in reference to
a $20 bill of the City of New Orleans have been re-
ferred to the Board of Liquidation of the City Debt of
the City of New Orleans, which Board will take the
matter up with you direct."

Then on July 11th, Mr. Ezekiel received the following
letter from the Board of Liquidation, City Debt: "Your
letter date June 2, addressed to the Honorable J. Mc-
Shane, Mayor, was by him referred to the city attorney
who has transferred the letter to this department to reply.
It has been placed in the hands of the attorney of this
Board who will shortly report and we will communicate
with you direct on the subject."

Then to continue the correspondence, Henry wrote the
following to the Board of Liquidation on July 25, 1921:
"On July 11 I received a letter from your secretary in
reference to a letter which I wrote to the Honorable J.
McShane, Mayor of your City, which was referred by
him to your city attorney and he in turn referred to your
office. The said letter from your office stated, that the
matter had been placed in the hands of the attorney of
your Board who would shortly report on same and com-
municate with me direct on the subject, but up to the
present time I have not heard anything from him. Will
you please be kind enough to have the matter attended
to and let me hear from you in respect to same as soon
as possible and oblige."

Of course Henry soon received a letter in July, but
not being satisfied, continued his correspondence, this
time with the city attorney and on July 31st wrote, "Your
letter of June 14 in reference to my letter of June 2 to
the Honorable J. McShane was duly received, and as
requested, I herewith enclose your copy of the $20 note
of the City of New Orleans. So far as the wording goes
and the devices, colorings, etc., and its size. Of course
I could have the note photographed, but it might be
quite expensive and not essential for the purposes that
you require it.

"It does seem to me that the City of New Orleans
ought to be responsible for this Promise to Pay with
Interest and I should like to return the note to you
through bank and get a settlement of the matter. Please
be kind enough to let me hear from you on the subject
at the earliest convenience as to what you will do in
respect to the matter and oblige."

On August 9th of the same year, Henry again heard
from the Board of Liquidation, "Your second letter of
inquiry in relation to currency note of the City of New
Orleans ($20 bill) was, like your first letter, turned over
to the attorney of this Board.

"This gentleman has been sick recently and has not
been able to give the matter his attention, but will do
so at the very earliest date possible, and I will communi-
cate with you immediately upon receipt of his reply."

Henry got tired of waiting for a reply and wrote again
to the Board of Liquidation: "Your letter of August 9 on
having my correspondence turned over to the attorney
of your Board was duly received. You say that the
gentleman has been sick and would give the matter at-
tention very soon. Will you please be kind enough to
jog his memory on the subject and let me hear from
him as soon as possible."

On September 6th Henry did hear from the Board of
Liquidation as follows: "We are in receipt of your letter
of the 2nd instant, and have noted contents. From the
correspondence on file, we assume that your inquiry
refers to the $20 bill of the City of New Orleans, which
we find has been referred to our attorney who, together
with our secretary, are both absent from the city, but
expected to return the latter part of this week.

"We shall bring the matter to their attention upon
the return of one or the other, and advise you result of
their investigation. Trusting the delay will cause you
no inconvenience, we beg leave to remain. . . ."

On October 21st evidently one of the attorneys returned
and sent this letter: "Referring to your several com-
munications, in regard to the application for payment of
$20 bill, currency note of the City of New Orleans. I
have been instructed to say that city currency notes are
not regarded as any part of the bonded debt of the City
of New Orleans and that the Board of Liquidation City
Debt, has no funds applicable for the payment of said
notes."

Of course, by this time Henry had become obsessed
with the injustice done him and his family and sent the
following letter on November 15th to the Board of
Liquidation: "I am in receipt of a letter from the Secre-
tary of your Board under date of October 21 in reference
to my claim against the City of New Orleans for the
payment of a $20 bill or note in which he says 'I have
been instructed to say that the city currency notes are
not regarded as a bonded debt of the city . . . etc.'

"In reply, would say that it did not need 'a Phila-
delphia lawyer' to come to such a conclusion, and I,
as a mere layman, would not for a moment presume to
say that the said $20 note or bill is any part of the
funded or bonded debt of your city, but I do maintain
that it is a promise to pay of the City of New Orleans,
secured by a pledge of the real estate of city, as stated
on the said note or bill, an exact copy of which you will
find amongst my correspondence with your City. I
would therefore be pleased if you would be kind enough
to refer my correspondence to your city solicitor or city
attorney-general as to whether the city of New Orleans
is liable for the payment of the said $20 bill with
interest or not.

"From any information that I have received, it does
not appear that the paper currency of the city of New
Orleans, after the Confederate Regime, has ever been
legally repudiated and until this is made clear and fully
established, I shall maintain that the City of New Orleans
must pay this currency as promised and guaranteed by
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its real estate. Please let me know what further action
you will take in this matter."

It was getting late in the year, but on December 6th
the Board of Liquidation again wrote Henry, "Your
letter address to Mr. A. Brittin, President of the Board
of Liquidation, City Debt, was received and the matter
again taken up for consideration by him with the attorney
of this Board, who reiterated that which I had previously
communicated to you, as follows: 'I can add nothing, as
this does not come under the City Bonded Debt, it is
not within the Board's jurisdiction.'

"I have therefore, at the request of Mr. Brittin, re-
turned your original letter addressed to Andrew J. Mc-
Shane, Mayor, to the Honorable M. Provosty, Assistant
City Attorney, from whom we had originally received
your letter with his request that we answer direct to you.
The matter is now in the hands of the City Attorney."

It was close to Christmas, but Henry would not give
up and on December 21st again wrote the Board of
Liquidation: "Your letter of December 6 in reference
to the City of New Orleans $20 which I hold was duly
received. You say that the matter is now in the hands
of the city attorney.

"Will you please be kind enough to let me know his
full name and address and also whether my correspond-
ence with your city was turned over to him and as it
appears he is the one who is now to determine the liability
of your city on this note. I want to correspond with
him direct and come to a conclusion."

On December 28th Ezekiel received the following
letter from the Secretary of the Board of Liquidation:
"In reply to your favor of the 21st inst., in relation to
$20 City of New Orleans currency note, beg to say that
after it had been finally determined by the attorney of
this board that the above described note forms no part
of the bonded debt, and consequently, out of the juris-
diction of the Board of Liquidation, city debt, I returned
your original letter and accompanying description of
note to the city attorney, stating, at the same time, that
the entire correspondence was on file in this office for
his inspection at any time.

"I stated also that inasmuch as our attorney had de-
termined that said note was no part of the bonded debt,
that I returned the letter to his department from which
it had been sent to us. As it came to us in an official
letter written by Michel Provosty, Assistant City At-
torney, I addressed my letter returning yours to Mr.
Michel Provosty, Assistant City Attorney, but handed the
letter in person, to Honorable Ivy G. Kittredge, City At-
torney, City of New Orleans, and stated to him verbally
the purport of the letter."

Then Henry got busy; it was already January 3rd of
1922 that he wrote to the Honorable Ivy G. Kittredge
as follows: "Mr. Bernard C. Shields, Secretary of the
Board of Liquidation of your City Debt, informs me that
he has referred to you my correspondence in respect to
a claim which I make for the payment of a $20 note or
bill of the City of New Orleans, dated 1864, which I
own. The said note, bill or 'promise to pay' being se-
cured by the real estate of your city. If you have fully

considered my claim, will you please be kind enough to
let me know if there is any good reason why your City
should not pay the said note on presentation of same at
the office of your Treasurer or any other officer author-
ized to pay same. Please be kind enough to let me hear
from you at your earliest convenience and oblige."

Then finally on January 12, 1922, Michel Provosty
wrote to Henry, "Referring further to your correspond-
ence on the subject of the payment of the $20 note due
by the City of New Orleans, I desire to advise that in
my opinion the City of New Orleans is not liable on said
note. You are advised accordingly."

At this point Henry Ezekiel was back where he started,
which was exactly nowhere and you readers should know
that at least half a dozen more letters were in such poor
condition that I could not use them. It is possible that
poor Henry chewed and stamped on them in his frustra-
tion. Of course, all of you have heard the saying, "You
can't fight City Hall," and Henry learned this the hard
way.

Today the same situation exists in that many people
have written me wanting to know why the government
will not give a silver dollar for the silver certificates or
gold for the gold certificates because the government
obligation is stated right on the notes themselves.

Many of the old-time specialists in paper money did
very well financially in doing research, finding banks
which still had funds available to pay off their debts, and
capitalizing on the fact they could pick up some of the
notes as bills of a bank which had failed or was broken
and then send them into the bank for redemption.

There are even cases in a depression script of 1933
where funds have been set aside to redeem the clearing-
house notes which were not offered for redemption.

Many of us today play the same role as Henry Ezekiel.
We will have to learn to be patient and take it as it comes
and not try "to fight City Hall."

New Book on
Counterfeiting

COUNTERFEITING IN AMERICA, The History of an
American Way to Wealth. By Lynn Glaser. (New York:
Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., Publisher, 1968. 274 p. Illustra-
tions. $6.00).

The history of money has always been a fascinating
subject, and along with it the study of counterfeiting,
which has accompanied its development through the
centuries, is an intriguing sidelight. Lynn Glaser has
presented a concise account of the nefarious practice
from the early currencies of Greece and Rome to present-
day activities. The book is amply footnoted and also
contains a glossary of applicable terms. The subject is
enhanced by understandable descriptions of the papers
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