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Middleton, Strobridge lithographed circus poster

Middleton, Strobridge & Company

Cincinnati's famous house of lithography, a producer of scrip
(1858 - 1865)

By Edson T. Strobridge, SPMC #2344

Foreword

The writer has not attempted to write an in-depth study of the scrip produced by this firm, but
to share what he has learned as a result of "discoveries" made during some genealogical
research. Much is yet to be learned and recorded about the varieties, rarities and distribution of
this firm's production of "local money" which was only printed for a short time.

This brief sketch has been prepared to trace the evolution of a small firm that had its
beginning in the "Queen City" in 1847 and developed into a world-renowned leader in its field,
the Strobridge Lithographing Co.; a special emphasis is placed on the period that was involved
in numismatics.

This famous house of lithography had its beginning
in the engraving establishment of Elijah C. Middleton
who had set up shop in Cincinnati about 1847 in the Odd
Fellows Building at the northwest corner of Third and
Walnut Streets. The business embraced the sale of
books and stationery, engraved work on copper and

steel, along with miscellaneous items such as drafts,
bills of exchange, and visiting cards. Of Middleton
himself not too much has been recorded, but he
apparently was a gentleman of good taste and almost
certainly was not a practicing engraver himself,
employing others for that purpose.
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Courtesy Dr. Jack Vorhies

Scrip produced by Middleton, Strobridge for
Logansport, Ind.

Cincinnati was a rapidly growing city, the population
nearing 60,000; business was prospering; and the
lithographing process was developing into a cheaper
and possibly more flexible method of reproduction than
engraving on metal. Middleton joined forces with W. R.
Wallace, a lithographic engraver who moved with his
family from Philadelphia to Cincinnati in 1849, and
formed the partnership of "Middleton & Wallace" (1849-
1854) which began the history of the firm that was to
develop into one of the most famous lithographing
companies in the world. Wallace, a Britisher, was a poor
man but a practical lithograph engraver, and
Middleton, with some little cash, took charge of the
office. Everything was booming in the West in those
days and the lithographic business was a success from
the start. The partners quickly learned that they could
not carry it on without additional capital and in 1854,
Hines Strobridge joined the partnership which was now
named "Middleton, Wallace & Company" (1854-1858).
With the appearance of Strobridge, the young company
acquired the person needed to provide the drive and
resourceful direction to carry it on to impressive
achievement.

Hines Strobridge was a member of a pioneer
American family which had settled in Middleborough,
Mass. in 1719. He was born in Solon, Cortland County,
New York in 1823 and spent the years of his youth in
Hamilton, Canada, where his father had taken a
contract to build a canal from Burlington Bay to Lake
Ontario. In 1841, Strobridge joined his brothers in
Cincinnati, Ohio where they had opened a dry goods
store on Main Street above Sixth. About 1849, he
entered the employ of the Methodist Book Concern and
had charge of the books in the department publishing
the "Ladies Repository." The association with the

Methodist Book Concern was doubtless stimulating in
environment and personal contacts, and his progress
from there into the lithographing field, a rapidly
growing industry, offered the challenge he was seeking.
In publications of the time was being vividly
demonstrated the transition from woodblock and
engraving to lithography in the landscapes and other
subjects which were used for illustrations. In these early
prints very little color was used, black and white
prevailing, sometimes over a tint block of buff or other
light hue. A few of these early prints survived and a few
bear dates; the earliest, a view of Fort Chadbourne,
Texas, is dated January 1854.

Wallace sold out his interests and left the firm in 1858,
and in that year the company name was changed to
"Middleton, Strobridge & Company" (1858-1865). Two
other partners are listed but both had disappeared by
1860. The state of lithography in Cincinnati had
advanced to the point that a local publication in 1858
stated, "It requires a good judge to distinguish some of
our Cincinnati lithographs from steel engravings."
About Middleton, Strobridge & Company it records: "In
this establishment are embraced all kinds of
lithographing such as views of cities and buildings,
landscapes etc., in one or more colors—portraits, maps,
bonds, certificates of stock, drafts, checks in all kinds of
commercial work almost equalling the finest engraving
on steel." In 1861, Middleton withdrew from the
partnership to devote his time to the sale of books and
simulated "oil portraits" which the firm lithographed
for him. He formed his own company which was
eventually sold to the Strobridge concern in 1867.
Middleton moved to Springfield, Ohio, established
another business in lithography sales, eventually
became interested in real estate sales, and by 1882 his
name was no longer listed in the local directories.

Hines Strobridge carried on the establishment under
the old name of Middleton, Strobridge & Co. and
continued to produce simulated "oil portraits." They
were lithographed in colors ground in oil on artist's
canvas and simulated oil paintings to a degree. Thus
the firm is credited with producing during the Civil War
period the first "oil portraits" of Washington, Lincoln,
Grant, Webster, and other historical celebrities which
were sold through agents in great quantity all over the
country. Other productions with the imprint of
Middleton, Strobridge and Co. include a colored profile
of an 1860 locomotive advertising the Cincinnati
Locomotive Works. Perhaps more important is the
extensive series of bivouac and battle scenes of the Civil
War, sketched on the spot at various localities in
Kentucky, Tennessee and Mississippi. Such close
attention was paid to detail of action, deployment of
troops, and personnel that they furnished an
authentic and imposing pictorial record of the conflict.
Many of the above-mentioned lithographs are today
quite rare and in great demand by collectors. The
Strobridge firm tended to the commercial art work more
than to products for home sales; that they would leave to
Currier & Ives. Landscapes and scenes for the book
publishers, maps in great quantities for real estate
promotions and local advertisements, and a great
variety of commercial work were their specialties.



Location
- Corinth, Mississippi
- Logansport, Indiana

- Mount Zion, Indiana
- Rossville, Indiana
- Manhattan, Kansas

Firm Name
Champion and Kolb
W. F. Cullen
Elgin, Ross & Co.
M. H. & J. E. Gridley
R. P. & W. H. Murphy

Mintern & Voight
John Pipher & Co.

Denomination
254, 504 - Post Civil War

54, 254, 504
54, 104 254
54, 104, 254
254
254, 504, $3
104, 254, 504, $1, $2.
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Paper Money

Among the least known and most short-lived of the
Middleton, Strobridge & Co. p roductions was that of
"local money", scrip, lithographed for private firms
that were suffering from the shortage of circulating
coinage during the Civil War. There are also known to
exist a few notes produced for a very short time after the
war had concluded. Here listed are those notes reported
to this writer carrying the Middleton, Strobridge & Co.
imprint. It is by no means complete and does not
represent all the notes known to collectors, only a listing
of the few I have learned of:
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was that for the next three years a rendering of the
holocaust lithographed by the firm was used as an
advertisement for the Aetna Fire Insurance Co. and
inserted in the Cincinnati City Directories.

The fire of 1866 marked the turning point for Hines
Strobridge. In 1867, the firm was incorporated as
"Strobridge and Company" and finally in 1880 to the
"Strobridge Lithographing Company", the name it was
to carry until 1960. With the invention of power
machinery and the lithographic steam press the

Courtesy Dr. Jack Vorhies

Scrip produced by Middleton, Strobridge for Rossuille,
Clinton County, Ind.

It is quite likely that many more notes were printed by
Middleton, Strobridge & Co., especially in Ohio, their
home state, and only await discovery and report-
ing by those interested in collecting paper money and
scrip. An old reference has been cited that indicated this
firm also printed "banknotes"; however, this writer has
never been able to substantiate this claim. Perhaps
there is an old broken banknote hidden away
somewhere with the Middleton, Strobridge & Co.
imprint that only awaits reporting.

In 1865, the name Middleton was dropped from the
name of the firm and with new partners it became
known as "Strobridge and Gerlach" or "Strobridge,
Gerlach and Wagner." This organization was short-
lived as their quarters on the second floor of the Pike's
Opera House Building were completely destroyed when
the Queen City's renowned theatre went up in flames on
the night of March 22, 1866. An interesting sidelight

industrial revolution had finally caught up with the
industry. With the rapid development and the new
stable organization the firm went on to become the
largest producers of circus and theatrical posters in the
world. It produced a wide range of art but it became best
known for its beautiful multicolor posters. The earliest
circus posters date from about 1868 and included all the
great shows: Cooper-Baileys Circus Company; Barnum,
Bailey and Hutchison; Howe's Great London Circus;
Adam Forepaugh and his "Great Aggregation Musuem,
Menagerie and Triple Circus"; Sells Brothers; and W. W.
Cole, just to name a few. Theatrical posters were
produced before 1870 and on through the heyday of the
theatre which lasted until well after World War I and
included all the great names and productions.

In 1878, the firm created the first multiple-sheet
poster, a 16-sheet poster that was put on exhibition in
Fountain Square in Cincinnati. Public interest was said
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Hines Strobridge, from an 1857 daguerreotype
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to have been so great that the mayor found it necessary
to call out extra police to handle the crowds. The idea
caught on like wildfire and it did not take long for the
circus and theatrical worlds to adopt this new means of
advertising. Industry soon tried it out and in 1883
Proctor and Gamble was advertising "Ivory Soap" on a
large outdoor poster. This entry by a large industrial
firm is noteworthy on several counts: first, because it
marks the recognition of industry of the large outdoor
poster as an effective advertising medium; and second,
because it is reputed to be the first time that a
photograph was blown up to furnish the pictorial
subject of a poster. The largest outdoor poster made by
the company was the 100-sheet W. W. Cole Circus
feature in four colors, measuring 15 feet in height and
100 feet in length.

Hines Strobridge died in 1909 at the grand age of 86
years and his three sons, Nelson W., John Melvin and
William J., succeeded him in the administration of the
firm. Nelson succeeded his father as president, in which
office he remained until 1937, when he became
chairman of the board. Not only did the management
change with Mr. Strobridge's death but so did the
lithographing industry, brought about by the rapid
developments in the machine age. The amusement field
in which the Strobridge firm was so deeply entrenched
was changing as well. The almost abrupt end of the road
shows and the consolidation among circuses forced the
company into reorientation in order to survive. They
continued to make amusement posters and between
1910 and 1920 made an initial bow in the moving picture
business with a number of posters for Pathe' and other
producers. These included several of the Pearl White
serials and works featuring Sessue Hayakawa, Mabel
Norman, Ruth Roland, et al. These all, however, in tune
with the changing times, were done from zinc plates
and not from stone.

The turning point came with the First World War,
which gave impetus to the commercial outdoor
advertising in its extensive use of Liberty Loan and food
and fuel conservation posters, of which the company
produced great quantities. The wide use of large outdoor
posters expanded with the growth of the automobile
industry, and it wasn't long before makers of all sorts of
products were pleading their respective merits from
billboards for all to see. In the next few years a large
proportion of the best known names were found on
billboards over the Strobridge imprint; among them
were the R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Co., General Motors,
Standard Oil Co., Schlitz Beer, Best Foods, Gulf Oil, and
Gruen Watch.

Besides this large outdoor advertising business, the
company produced an infinite wealth of smaller items,
"all the etcetera of commercial advertising" such as
counter displays, labels, window displays, truck
posters, and greeting cards for other firms. There is no
record of the firm ever again, after 1865, producing scrip
or any other items of numismatic interest.

In September of 1960 the Strobridge Lithographing
Company was sold to the H. S. Crocker Co. of San 	 Hines Strobridge, circa 1868
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Middleton, Strobridge lithographed theatrical poster

Francisco, a large lithographing firm that was
expanding its operations nationwide and needed a
plant in the midwest in order to better service its
accounts. James G. Strobridge, grandson of Hines
Strobridge, was at the time chairman of the board of the
Strobridge firm. After the purchase of the Cincinnati
plant the name was changed to the "Strobridge
Division" of the H. S. Crocker Co.

Mr. James G. Strobridge is now retired, and when
asked about the firm's production of scrip said that he
had no knowledge of it and had never heard of any of the
old-timers ever mentioning it. It is interesting to note
that to this day, Mr. Strobridge spends his winters in
Sarasota, Florida and donates several months of his
time to working at the museum of the Ringling Bros.
Circus, thus continuing an association of over one

hundred years between_ two great names in the
amusement field.
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