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Spencer M. Clark
ornerstone

of the
Bureau of Engraving

and Printing

by BENNY BOLIN, SPMC 6795

Spencer Morton Clark was a little known gentleman who over-
came great odds and formed one of the largest and most import-
ant printing agencies in the world. The Bureau of Engraving and
Printing (BEP), which is currently celebrating its 125th anni-
versary, was a direct result of Clark's persistence and dedication
to the government. He was the first superintendent of the Na-
tional Currency Bureau under President Abraham Lincoln. In
the process of forming the bureau, Clark weathered many
storms. His reputation, morality and integrity were often publicly
questioned. He was investigated by three separate Congression-
al Committees based on reports of poor administration of his
bureaus and for other numerous charges that turned out to be
false. In spite of these assaults on his character, Clark remained
loyal to the government and strove to make the National Cur-
rency Bureau the best it could be.

C LARK was born on Monday, June 3, 1811, in Brattle-
boro, Vermont. He was the second of nine children of
Ezra and Laura Hunt Clark. In 1819, when Spencer

Clark was eight years old, his family moved to Hartford, Con-
necticut. His father was a merchant in the wholesale iron trade
until his death on January 10, 1870, One of Clark's younger
brothers, Ezra Jr., became a U.S. Congressman and represent-
ed the Hartford district from 1855 to 1859.

Before the age of 18, Clark got his first job as a clerk in the
hardware store of James H. Welles. Around 1830, he entered
into private business and became a partner in the firm of Gilbert,
Clark and Company. This company built and operated a mill in
Simsbury, Connecticut for the reduction and separation of ore
from the surrounding copper mines. On August 5, 1833, he
married Mariah J. Barnard of Hartford. They eventually had
two children, Spencer Jr., born in 1834 and Harriett born in
1840. In 1834, Clark moved his family back to Brattleboro.
Here he worked as a cashier in the Bank of Brattleboro until
1836 when he formed Clark and Company. This company
manufactured rulers and other mathematical instruments. Clark
and Company failed in 1842 and Clark then moved his family
to New York City. On December 3, 1842, Clark appeared be-
fore Commissioner J.W. Metcalf of the U.S. District Court for
the southern district of New York and declared bankruptcy due
to the failure of his company. He listed as debts a total of
$12,191.75 and as assets only the clothes he and his family
owned. In New York, Clark worked as a clerk and bartender at
the Carleton and Clarendon Hotels for two years. In 1844, in
partnership with Mr. E.W. Coleman, he formed yet another

company, Clark and Coleman. They were general produce
merchants dealing primarily in grain and flour. In 1855 this
company also failed. It was the opinion of the other merchants
and was widely reported in the papers of the day that this failure
was the sole responsibility of Clark. They pointed out the fact
that Mr. Coleman paid off his portion of the debts and reopened
his own successful company. Clark, on the other hand, was re-
ported to have offered his creditors only seventy cents on the
dollar and even then did not pay his debts. He left New York
and moved to Washington D.C. where he served in various po-
sitions for a short time. In early 1856 he became a clerk in the
Bureau of Construction under the U.S. Treasury Department.
In August 1856, Mr. A.H. Bowman, the engineer in charge of
the bureau, made Clark his chief clerk. He served in this posi-
tion until May 1860 when he was named Acting Engineer, re-
placing Mr. Bowman. Clark was promoted to this position even
though a large number of more qualified engineers were unem-
ployed at the time. He also merely "professed" to being an engi-
neer but had never actually been qualified as such, nor had he
ever adopted it as a profession. Clark himself stated that he had
never had any connection with public works until given this po-
sition. As acting engineer, Clark made a quick impression on
the Secretary of the Treasury S.P. Chase. He quickly came up
with a number of unique innovations designed to ensure the se-
curity of the notes issued by the Treasury and to speed their pro-
duction. Clark suggested that the notes be imprinted with fac-
simile signatures of the required officers as well as a copy of the
U.S. Treasury seal. In proposing that this work be done in the
Treasury building he formed the basic framework of the BEP.
Clark designed the machinery for the imprinting as well as the
seal used (a variation of which is still used today on some securi-
ties). He also designed and constructed the machines used to
cut and separate the four-note sheets.

On July 10, 1862 Clark was to be involved in the first of the
three Congressional committees investigating him or his bureau.
The "Committee on Expenditures on Public Buildings" was con-
vened to investigate the costs of the extensions of the Treasury
building and the Capitol. They were also instructed to decide if
the officers of the Bureau of Construction were qualified to hold
their positions. The committee found that contracts were
honored that caused great "extravagance in the expenditure of
public moneys," and that the work that was done was not of
good quality. The committee found Clark guilty of no wrong-
doing, as all of the contracts were signed before he was in
charge of the bureau, but they did find that substandard work
was allowed under his supervision. Because of this, they ruled
that Clark was not qualified for his position and recommended
his removal. Nevertheless, no further action was taken and
Clark continued in his position.
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On April 10, 1862, Clark submitted a plan to Secretary
Chase to take over the printing of the one and two-dollar United
States notes. This was accepted on August 22, 1862, officially
forming the BEP with Clark as its first superintendent. Secretary
Chase instructed Clark to keep a perfect record of all steps in the
process and to implement checks and guards necessary to main-
tain security. He was instructed to keep a daily record of the
amount of notes on hand at each step as well as a daily record of
all costs incurred. This was an area in which Clark proved him-
self to be less than attentive. Notes, sometimes large amounts,
were unaccounted for and sometimes lost. Also, the required
daily and weekly reports at times became monthly and some
records were never even kept. However, Secretary Chase was
so satisfied with Clark's overall progress that in January 1863 he
assigned the processing of all notes to Clark's department. Due
to the widespread counterfeiting of the first issue of fractional
currency, Clark became involved in anti-counterfeiting innova-
tions for the second issue. Clark helped Dr. Stuart Gwynn de-
velop a membrane paper that had a foreign fiber introduced into
it. It was hoped that this "distinctive" paper would help deter
counterfeiting. Clark also added to the design a bronzed oval on
the face and large bronzed denominational numerals on the
back. If an attempt was made to photographically reproduce the
notes, these areas would appear black. Also, any attempt to
simulate them would result in a portion of the detail being hid-
den. This feature was used only on the second issue and was
discontinued when production of the third issue began.

Meanwhile, due to Clark's innovations, Secretary Chase
asked him to look for other ways to cut costs in printing the
notes and bonds. As it turned out, this was to become Clark's
biggest struggle and headache and led to his temporary suspen-
sion from the bureau. He found that the private bank note com-
panies printing the notes charged the government enormous
prices. Clark felt that his currency bureau could do the job "for a
comparatively small outlay, at a great savings of cost." This was
of course strongly opposed by the bank note companies and the
unions representing the people who would become unem-
ployed. The private bank note companies did not want to lose
the lucrative and profitable business of printing the bank notes.
Initially they attempted to "buy" Clark off. It was reported that
Clark's wife did not like living in Washington, D.C. and desired
to move back to New York. The bank note companies proposed
that they give Clark fifty-thousand dollars to abandon and stop
the printing and engraving being done in the Treasury Depart-
ment and leave Washington. It was felt that Clark was the only
person who would attempt to carry out the printing and that if
he left, the bank note companies could regain the printing con-
tracts. However, it was felt by those close to Clark that "no
amount of money could purchase him or induce him to take any
course detrimental to the interests of the government." There-
fore, it became necessary for the bank note companies to resort
to other means to remove Clark.

Due to the war and the subsequent shortage of available male
workers, it became a necessity for a large number of women to
be hired to work in the printing department. This was a new and
radical idea in the workplace. The private bank note companies
used this new idea, especially the fact that a large number of
women were employed at night, to raise charges against the
bureau. Charges of fraud and promiscuity rocked the Treasury
Department. Reports of drinking, orgies and required sexual
favors to keep jobs were numerous. It was widely reported that
the printing bureau "had been converted into a place for de-
bauchery and drinking, the very recital of which is impossible
without violating decency." Secretary Chase began an investiga-
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tion into these charges. He borrowed a detective from the War
Department, Colonel Lafayette C. Baker, to investigate. Con-
gress also appointed an investigatory committee headed by
James A. Garfield which convened on May 3, 1864 to look into
the validity of the charges. Colonel Baker began quickly and
soon had imprisioned Dr. Gwynn on charges of attempting to
swindle the Treasury. Colonel Baker reported that all the charg-
es were indeed true. The most damaging testimony was from
two female clerks, Ella Jackson and Jennie Germon, who
signed sworn statements attesting to the truth of the charges.
They also testified to sexual rendezvous outside the department
with Mr. Clark. Secretary Chase suspended Clark but reinstated
him soon after and had Dr. Gwynn released when it was found
that Colonel Baker had gained these confessions by coercion
and fraud. The majority of Colonel Baker's allegations were
found to be totally false. Nearly every witness summoned by
Baker was found to have been manipulated by him and in
several cases witnesses were given a written transcript of what to
say. The committee found that the charges against Clark were
the direct result of an effort to stop the printing in the Treasury
Department. They also found that Colonel Baker tried by any
means possible, even coerced testimony, to shield himself from
legal action as a result of his arrest of Dr. Gwynn on unfounded
charges. They found all charges to be totally false. They further
stated that "the policy of printing public money in the Treasury
has resulted in a great savings of expense to the government
and security against fraud and the affairs of the printing bureau
have been administered with marked ability and integrity."
While Clark was probably not guilty of the charges, the investi-
gation did show him to be, in some instances, a very poor ad-
ministrator. No further action was taken and Clark returned to
his position as head of the printing bureau.

Clark found that the second issue of fractional currency had
been extensively counterfeited. In his report to Secretary Chase,
Clark stated "to protect that portion of the public which will not
protect itself by the exercise of ordinary diligence in scrutinizing
paper money, the only course in my judgement when a coun-
terfeit gets into the channels of circulation is therefore to make a
new issue and withdraw the latter from circulation." Therefore,
authorized by the Act of June 30, 1864, production on the third
issue of fractional began. This issue caused a great uproar in
Congress and forever changed the course of U.S. paper
money. Whether an act of vanity or an entirely authorized act,
the five-cent note had Clark's own portrait in the center. This so
angered Congress that they passed the Act of April 7, 1866.
Section 12 of this act forbids the use of the likeness, or portrait,
of any living person on any plates "hereafter engraved." Con-
gress decried Clark's action and stated that they had meant to
have the portrait of William Clark the explorer on the note.
Clark stated that General Spinner had authorized the use of
Clark's portrait on the note to honor him for his dedicated serv-
ice to the bureau. However, General Spinner did not have the
authority to authorize note designs and had never before tried to
exercise such authority. However it came about, Secretary
McCulloch did not know Clark's likeness was on the note until
the plates were finished. He allowed the note to be printed only
because of the great delay and expense that would have result-
ed from making a new die. Public opinion was incredibly nega-
tive, even though many of the private bank notes circulating at
the time had portraits of the banks' officers on them. The nega-
tivism of this act eventually subsided and Clark once again set-
tled down to his work in the printing bureau.

(Continued on page 80)
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Original Series $1 note on
the National Exchange of
Lansingburgh Charter
1534; this is part of just
$508 outstanding. The
note is signed by H.W.
Mosher, cashier and John
S. Fake, president.

The Second Ace Surfaces

In early 1987, I was making a routine call to Allen to see if he
had found anything interesting from my "neck of the woods"
that I could add to my collection when he proceeded to tell me a
rather interesting story. Allen had been contacted by the repre-
sentative of an old-time banking family, presumably from the
Troy area, with some notes to sell. After some negotiations,
Allen purchased the group of notes, which included some good
Troy specimens but also contained one other item — a First
Charter "Ace" on the National Exchange Bank of Lansing-
burgh. The other charter had appeared! After our own negotia-
tions, a deal was struck and I picked up the note at the Memphis
show in June of 1987.

Bringing The Two Notes Together

Before the Memphis meeting, however, I began to wonder if it
would be possible to obtain the other Lansingburgh note and
thus bring the two Lansingburgh "Aces" into one collection.
Since the Memphis auction in June 1985, I had located the
owner of the other note and contacted him regarding a possible
transaction. It took several months, but a trade was finally made
in December of 1987 and the two Lansingburghs are now to-
gether.

Any More Out There?

Unless it can be verified in the Currency and Bond Ledgers of
the Comptroller of the Currency in the National Archives that a
particular note is unique, it would be absurd to claim any note as
the only one known. I would like to think that my two "Aces"
are unique, but I have been collecting long enough to know that
another could appear tomorrow, or a new speciman may never
surface. Both of these Lansingburgh notes had come out of
heretofore unknown collections so the possibility of another sur-
prise does exist. I have heard a few rumors about other Lansing-
burgh notes but, after investigation, these have turned out to be
either obsolete notes or nothing at all. Some of the people I en-
countered turned out to have the credibility of someone you
would find at a coin show who claims to have a roll of $50 gold
slugs in his dresser drawer. So, while they may or may not re-
main unique, these two Lansingburgh "Aces" should always re-
main a rare and interesting pair.
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CLARK (Continued from page 78)

Clark ran the bureau scandal-free until December 17, 1866.
He was then investigated by a third Congressional committee.
This committee convened on January 24, 1867 to examine the
system of record keeping and security measures in the National
Currency Bureau. They found the method of record keeping to
be extremely lax. In order to get testimony from the bureau's
employees without fear of reprisal, the committee asked Clark
to resign. He did so on November 17, 1868 and was replaced
by Mr. George McCartee on March 11, 1869.

After leaving the BEP, Clark joined the Department of Agri-
culture as a compiler and copyist in the statistical division. He
served as such until he was made the head of the Bureau of
Vital Statistics in 1890 where he served until his death on De-
cember 10, 1890. Clark is buried in the Spring Grove Cemetary
in Hartford, along with his wife, parents and several of his sib-
lings.

No matter how Clark was perceived during his lifetime, he did
a great deal to revolutionize the printing of our paper currency
and to combat counterfeiting. Even today a number of methods
and machines used in the production of paper money are based
on Clark's original ideas and designs. So, regardless of his faults.
Spencer Morton Clark truly was the cornerstone of the BEP.

Address Change for Editor
Gene Hessler

P.O. Box 8147
St. Louis, MO 63156


	Partial - Spencer M. Clark - Cornerstone of the B.E.P.

