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Paper Money Whole No. 113

Benjamin Levy
BY

EDWARD SCHUMAN

The name Levy is one of the most common surnames of
Jewish people. Look through a telephone directory of New
York City, Philadelphia, Los Angeles and even Miami, and
you will find listed hundreds and hundreds of Levys; one must
wonder how many you must call if you wished to speak to Ben
Levy. Jewish people who have decended from the tribe of Levi
are named Levy or a close derivative of the name.
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This $7 Continental currency note, signed by B. Levy, bears the
motto SERENABIT (It will be calm).

There are two Benjamin Levys associated with American
numismatics. Among the signers of the Bills of Credit for the
Continental Congress in 1776 was Benjamin Levy of Philadel-
phia.

Little is known of this Benjamin Levy. The notes are signed
in the manner of an elderly hand. The signatures are not strong
or bold, but appear weak and often seem to have been written
in a trembly hand. In all probability, he was at an advanced
age when called upon to sign these notes. It is said he was listed
as a member of the Midveh Israel, the first Sephardic
Synagogue in Philadelphia, and was buried in their cemetery
grounds. There are several Benjamin Levys listed in early tax
rolls, but absolute identification has not been established.

He is one of the three known Jewish signers of these notes.
The other two were Benjamin Jacobs and Samuel Lyon. These
prominent men lent credibility to this paper money of the Con-
tinental Congress by hand signing its notes. There was nothing
to back this currency except the good names, and in some cases
the pledged fortunes of these patriots, whose beliefs were so
strong that they were able and willing to give up everything.

All Jewish - signed colonial notes are highly desireable. The
late Richard Picker, a dealer who specialized in colonial
numismatics, accumulated one of the largest collections of
Jewish signers and introduced me to this sub-specialty more
than thirty years ago. These were the only numismatic items of
paper he would not sell. He would trade his duplicates for
other denominations he was missing.

There is quite a bit more information on the next Benjamin
Levy. He was a third generation American, named for his
grandfather who had emigrated from London to the American
Colonies, and settled in Newport, Rhode Island. Benjamin's
father, Simeon (1748-1825), was a teacher of mathematics,
Hebrew and English in the school of Shearith Israel Congrega-
tion, in New York City, and it was here where Benjamin was
born in 1786. He came from a well educated family, consider-
ing the time and circumstances.

The father's wage hardly supported the large family of six or
seven children, so when Benjamin was of age, he left for New
Orleans to seek his fortune. The education he received from
his father, and the atmosphere of books and learning absorbed
in his home, followed him all his life.

He became the first Jewish bookseller in New Orleans, and
after an initial business failure, he established Benjamin Levy
and Co. This store offered advertising books, stationery, bind-
ings and subscriptions to the popular literary journals of the
day. He believed in advertising profusely in New Orleans and
Louisiana newspapers, and offered such varied assortments as
home remedy guides, classical literature, history books,
novels, classics, biographies, drama and politics. His specialty
was legal books, and considerable trade was achieved with at-
torneys at law. Among the stationery items carried were quills,
inks, writing paper, notebooks and such.

He was the first Jewish printer and publisher in the country,
and in addition to printing legal forms, notary forms, books
and pamphlets, his other specialties were commercial forms,
bills of exchange, steamboat bills, custom house forms, lottery
tickets, theater tickets and bank checks and bonds. It is these
last items that endear him to us numismatically, though some
might say that the interesting license form that he printed for
the New Orleans City Government which was issued to pro-
stitutes who observed the law which prohibited their occupying
ground floor quarters, might have greater appeal.

Benjamin Levy's name appears on many of the early bank
checks of New Orleans and that vicinity. Examples from dif-
ferent banks are illustrated. He printed the Louisana State
Bond of December 31st, 1828, a 5 07o Bond of $1000 denomina-
tion, as well as the May 9th, 1833 bond. "Printed by Benjamin
Levy-New Orleans" is placed at the bottom of the bond. His
talents were also in demand by the State of Mississippi; their
issue of 1831 was printed by him. This time his name appears
under the heading "State of Mississippi". Even the Texas
Republic called upon him to print two of their bond loans of
1836. All of these are of modest rarity and certainly highly col-
lectible to Judaica specialists.

Poor investments in banking stocks and insurance com-
panies, of which he became a member of the board of direc-
tors, caused him to fall into bankrupcy later in life. He never
resumed his place in business, but assisted his son Alexander
Levy who took over the remains as Alexander Levy and Co.

He died on January 10th 1860. The editors of the Daily
Crescent, a New Orleans newspaper, expressed their respectfor
this man in their eulogy:

"Death of an Old Citizen.—Benjamin Levy has been called
hence; he departed this life yesterday morning at his residence
on Canal Street in the 74th year of age. Mr. Levy was a native
of Long Island, New York and arrived in this city about the
year 1812. His profession as a bookbinder and printer led him



-	 -7

ma 	 4

(Printed e nd Sold by  IL Lell.;

¢lftI woo l ,avlyymponfsp.

;.;

[Printed and Sold by liebramin Levy ) 

Paper Money Whole No. 113
	

Page 223

to be largely concerned with the art preservative of all arts—
printing. In the year 1818 he opened a large and extensive book
and stationery store on Conti Street at about the intersection
of Exchange Alley. In the year 1822 he established the New
Orleans Price Current, which has attained so high an eminence
in the commercial world and now located on Camp Street. His
connection with the Price Current was of many years' dura-
tion. He was one of the pioneers of journalism in our city. For
a long period of time—over a quarter of a century—Mr. Levy
stood the highest of the high in his vocation. Like thousands of

others he had to undergo the viscissitudes (sic) and revulsions
of commerce and trade. He met the adversities and disasters
with courage and rectitude. In the many relations of life and as
a good citizen he stood high and unblemished. Over forty
years ago he became connected by marriage, with the old,
respected and ancient family of Prieur. His descendants enjoy
high social position in our community. In fine, our departed
friend was emphatically a good man; he was universally
respected by all our citizens. And thus, one by one, the men of
other days are called from this sublunary sphere."

These checks are but two examples of many printed by Benjamin Levy.
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The signature of S.F. Austin, on this loan certificate, represents the son of Moses Austin.

Levy's possessions and cash assets amounted to a total of
$1,760, including the value of a slave, and were divided among
his son and his sisters. Touching were his comments about
slaves. "My wish and direction is that the above Slave Richard
is never to be sold, mortgaged out for a longer term than one
year at a time, and never to be hired out of the State of Louisi-
ana. I should like to give to each of the coloured people Born
into my family viz, Richard-Harry, Samuel, Ellen, Joseph,
Martha and Horace and Millee, belonging to my Dear Grand
Children some small memento of their old Master, and to
whom I have been always strongly attached. This wish, my
family will carry out, in the best way they may choose to
adopt."

Several books and monographs have been published on
Benjamin Levy. He is listed in the book The Early Jews of

New Orleans by Bertram W. Korn from which most of the
material for this article was derived. He is also listed in several
registers of early printers and book sellers. One hundred thirty
three identifiable books and pamphlets have been attributed to
his press. The majority, of legal nature, were reference
volumes, penal codes and compilations of appeals and briefs.
Acts of incorporations of banks and other business institutions
are about a quarter of his publications. The balance consisted
of almanacs, city directories and items of general interest. The
New Orleans Price Current and Commercial Intelligencer was
the first business directory to appear in New Orleans. It listed
wholesale and retail prices for most commodities, not only in
New Orleans, but in several of the other larger cities as well.
However it is as the printer of bank checks and of several city
and state bonds that Benjamin Levy should be remembered
numismatically.
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