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SPMC Bicentennial Feature

A Note on Colonial Counterfeiting

By CHARLES E. KIRTLEY

T HE PROBLEM of counterfeiting currency in America
began almost as soon as the first paper bills were
issued by Massachusetts Bay Colony in 169o. By 1708,

the Massachusetts emissions were overprinted with a red
monogram in an unsuccessful attempt to thwart the abuse.
As the other colonies followed the lead of Massachusetts
and began issuing their own bills, the problem of counter-
feiting, grew rapidly. No colony was immune to counter-
feiting, and no colony was able to effective by combat it.

In 1775, the United Colonies, acting together through the
Continental Congress, voted to emit an issue of paper cur-
rency to be redeemable in specie. Almost immediately the
counterfeiters went to work and spurious notes began to ap-
pear. Newman writes in The Early Paper Money of Amer-
ica that a counterfeit $30 note of that first emission is
often found even today.

It is important to remember that the circulation of large
amounts of counterfeit bills had severe consequences for
the new government. Unlike today, when the existence of
counterfeit bills in the nation's money supply is more of a
curiosity than a danger, the early American counterfeits
were a real detriment to the national treasury and the
people's confidence in it. The struggling national govern-
ment needed a dependable circulating medium of exchange
in order to establish its credit both at home and abroad. It
also needed good credit to conduct the day-to-day business
of government while fighting the Revolution. Since the con-
cept of paper money as valid legal tender was quite new
and untried, the people were slow and often unwilling to
accept it. This fear of paper money was heightened by the
poor performance of the various colonial issues which often
proved to be worthless and hard to pass in the processes
of trade and commerce.

In its attempts to thwart the counterfeiting of its paper
bills the new government tried several things. Among them
were the use of fancy engravings on the bills which would
have been hard to duplicate exactly; the nature printing
process, developed by Benjamin Franklin, which enabled
extraordinarily detailed prints of leaves to be printed on
the backs of certain emissions, which were also hard to copy;
high quality paper, some of which contained colored threads
or mica chips, which would have been hard for counter-
feiters to obtain; printing the bills in two colors, usually
red and blue, using what were then sophisticated techniques;
and finally, the signing of the bills by certain authorized
signers in hopes that the signatures would be easily recogniz-
able and hard to counterfeit. All of these methods met
with varying success, but none was able to stop the flow of
counterfeit money.

Another way by which it was hoped to curtail the counter-
feiting of the nation's money was the issuance of specimen
notes. These notes were printed on specially colored blue
paper and were to be used for comparison purposes with
suspected counterfeits. It has always been thought that
these specimen notes were all issued unsigned and unnum-
bered. However, the following letter from Joseph Nourse,
a treasury official, to Richard Caswell, the governor of
North Carolina, was turned up in The Colonial Records of
North Carolina.

Joseph Nourse, Esq to Gov. Caswell
Philadelphia, Treasury Office, Oct. 22, 1779

Sir:

By a resolution of Congress of the 14th of January last, it being
provided that a sufficient number of proof sheets of the New Bills,
then ordered to be emitted, should be struck and sent with the Sign-
atures of each Signer to the Assembly of the respective States, to be
lodged by them under proper Regulations in public Offices in the
several Counties, Towns and Districts for the benefit of the Inhabitants
of the United States, the Board of Treasury have so far carried this
Resolution into effect as to have caused a sufficient number of Proof
Sheets of the said Bills, and also of the Emission of the 26th of
September, 1778, to be lodged with the Treasurer in order to be sent
to the several States. Part of the said Sheets are transmitted to the
States without the signatures, and the same measures will be adopted
with the residue, as it is found by experience that each signer so often
varies his writing that the signature of one day differs materially from
that of the next, and would afford very little assistance in detecting
counterfeits, but the advantages of having the proof sheets dispersed in
every part of the United States being such that each Inhabitant thereof,
who may suspect a Counterfeit Bill, may with little trouble to himself
be thus enabled to compare it with the standard, and detect the person
passing the same. The Board request your Excellency to communicate
their desire to the Assembly of your State that the Resolution referred
to may be carried into effect as early as possible.

I have the honor to be.

Your most obedient servant,

Joseph Nourse

Although the wording of this letter is somewhat ambig-
uous, it seems to indicate that there may have been some
signed blue counterfeit detectors issued along with the un-
signed specimens. As of this time, however, only the un-
signed varieties are thought to exist.

Readers who are unfamiliar with the appearance of
these counterfeit detectors may have signed specimens (if,
indeed, they do exist) in their collections without realizing
that they differ from the regular issues. The paper upon
which they are printed is a very light blue in color. Since
it is not drastically different from the color of the circulation
issues, which range in color from light brown to gray, a
signed counterfeit detector which was worn, stained, dirty
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The above note provides an example of how a signed
counterfeit detector could be mistaken for a regular
issue. The obverse of this unsigned specimen note has
been bleached by light to a grayish-brown color. The

reverse still retains the original blue.

or bleached from exposure to light could easily pass for
a regular issue bill.

Owners of Continental Currency should check their notes
to see if any are on blue paper or paper that shows traces
of light blue in any way. If these notes do exist, their dis-
covery would contstitute an important and rare numismatic
find. It is asked that anyone who has, or thinks he has,
a signed counterfeit detector contact this writer at P. 0.
Box 5807, Duke Station, Durham, NC 27706.

Pine Tree to Auction Unique
Florida Colonial Note

Herbert Melnick, Chairman of the Board of Pine Tree
Auction Company, Inc. I a subsidiary of First Coin-
vestors, Inc.), has announced that his firm has been
selected to auction one of the most extraordinary items
of Colonial Americana ever to be placed at public sale
in this country. (See advertisement in this issue.)

Pictured on page 85 of Eric Newman's Early Paper
Money of American, this Florida note dated 177- is
described by cataloguer Walter Breen as follows:

177- Unnamed firm, Pensacola, Florida. Script in
amount to be written in, reading Pensacola 177-/I pro-
mise to pay bearer/ the sum of/value received—(this
spelling exact; space left for month, date, final digit of
year, amount firm name and/or authorized signer.)

Printed in deep orange red, from an engraved copper
plate, in lettering or typical British 1760-80 style, using
the long S; on 18th century paper of the same general
type found on many of the colonial notes of the period—
this paper most probably from H. M. Company of Sta-
tioners in London, though the note is too small and/or
from the wrong part of the sheet to show the watermark,
which was crowned Royal Arms.

This note is UNUSED, faint corner fold, paper some-
what aged. THE IDENTICAL NOTE PICTURED IN
EARLY PAPER MONEY OF AMERICA, PAGE 85, BY
ERIC NEWMAN. TO OUR KNOWLEDGE, UNIQUE,
NO DUPLICATE REPORTED FROM THIS SUBJECT
PLATE. The only other similar note ever reported (from
the Harley Freeman collection) is printed from a different
subject plate (differing in border elements and lay out of
text) in very dark greenish brown; Newman has theorized
that these two notes were issued from the same firm and
probably at the same time, to represent two different
denominations. Though nothing definite is known about
this issue, Harley Freeman (the ranking expert on Florida
notes) has conjectured that these may have been made
on behalf of Panton and Leslie, Royal Fiscal Agents under
George III during the entire British occupation of Florida
(1763-83), with branches in many cities in which Pen-
sacola was one, and continuing in business during the
Spanish rule.

The importance of this unique item, the only piece of
Colonial Americana attributable with certainty to Florida
(aside from a couple of Rare Proclamation Medals made
in 1760 and 17891 is impossible to over estimate.
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