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GG . . . I examined them, and saw that they were the finest in the land."

The Million Dollar
COUNTERFEITING

Ring
[Adapted from Memoirs of a Great Detective: Incidents in the
Life of John Wilson Murray, edited by Victor Speer, with addi-
tional information from other sources.]

(Source material provided by FRED F. ANGUS, com-
piled by BOB COCHRAN)

This article details some great detective work per-
formed by John W. Murray, an agent of the gov-
ernment of the Canadian province of Ontario in the
late nineteenth century. In the spring of 1880 sev-
eral different types of counterfeit Canadian and
U.S. bank notes were discovered to be in circula-
tion in Canada, and Detective Murray was assigned
the task of determining their source.

DETECTIVE JOHN W. MURRAY

M URRAY was born in Edinburgh, Scotland on June 25,
1840. He ran away from school in 1853 and shipped
as a sailor on various vessels during the next four

years. In 1857 he joined the U.S. Navy, serving on the USS
Michigan, based at Erie, PA. During the Civil War he was trans-
ferred to a ship serving in the Gulf of Mexico, and saw action in
several engagements, including some service under Admiral
David Farragut. In 1864 he was transferred back to the USS

John W. Murray

Michigan, and at that time uncovered a Confederate plot to seize
the ship, release some 4,000 Confederate prisoners who were in
a prisoner-of-war camp on Johnson Island in Sandusky Bay on
Lake Erie, and attack and burn Detroit, Cleveland and Buffalo.
Investigating and foiling that plot involved a lot of detective work,
including travel as far as New York and Montreal.

After the war, Murray became a "special agent" of the Navy
Department. It is somewhat unclear exactly what his duties were,
but he was apparently associated with the U.S. Secret Service to
some degree. In 1868 he left the Navy Department and became a
detective with the police force in Erie, PA. In 1873 he was em-
ployed by the Canada Southern Railway, which was controlled
by the New York Central, and was based at St. Thomas, Ontario.
His work there gained him the attention of the Attorney General
of the province; in late 1874 he left the railroad and became the
Provincial Detective of Ontario, based in Toronto. Murray re-
mained in this post until he retired in 1905.

COUNTERFEITS DETECTED IN CIRCULATION

In the spring of 1880 a well-executed counterfeit $5 U.S. (legal
tender) note, Series of 1875 was discovered by a U.S. Treasury
Department official after the note was sent from Canada for re-
demption. When the U.S. Secret Service investigated the
source of the note, they discovered that large numbers of this
note, plus a great number of counterfeit Canadian bank notes
were in circulation in Canada.

When the Canadian counterfeits were discovered, Murray
was instructed to "get to the bottom of it, and above all to get the
plates . . .." After some checking, he found the following coun-
terfeit Canadian notes in circulation:

$10 The Canadian Bank of Commerce, Toronto
[Series of May 1, 1871]

$5 The Canadian Bank of Commerce, Toronto
[Series of May 1, 1871]

$5 Bank of British North America, Montreal
[Series of July 3, 1877]

$10 Ontario Bank, Bowmanville, Ont.
[Series of November 1, 1870]

$4 Dominion Bank [probably Series of January 1. 1876]
$1 Dominion of Canada, Government issue

[Series of June 1, 1878]
Murray was familiar with the known counterfeiters in the

United States, although he had had no involvement with them
for almost fifteen years. He took samples of the counterfeit U.S.
and Canadian issues with him to New York and Philadelphia,
hoping to uncover some information about their source, but he
had no success. His next stop was Washington, where he con-
ferred with Treasury Secretary John Sherman and Secret Serv-
ice Chief James Brooks. They were extremely concerned, but
could offer no more information.
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Murray returned to New York and managed to track down a
man who had been an expert counterfeiter in his day. The man
looked over the counterfeits and speculated that they were the
work of John Hill. Murray then tracked down another former
counterfeiter who agreed with the first man that the work was
probably that of John Hill. But the man also provided Murray
with another possibility, saying "they look like Hill, and next to
Ed Johnson, Hill is the best man in the world today."

MURRAY'S SEARCH FOR EDWIN JOHNSON
Murray determined that John Hill could not have engraved the
plates because he was already in prison for counterfeiting U.S.
currency. His thoughts then turned to the whereabouts of Ed
Johnson. Johnson was an educated man, originally from Eng-
land, who had learned the engraving trade there before moving
to America. He had worked at his trade honestly for a time but
became involved in counterfeiting. He had been captured and
convicted several times, and had served time in the state prisons
of Indiana, Ohio and Michigan. Johnson, according to the last
ex-counterfeiter Murray had talked to, had presumably returned
to England.

Murray's next stop was Chicago. and he inquired if anyone
knew where Ed Johnson was. He was told that Johnson had
been living in Indianapolis several years before. In Indianapolis
Murray called on U.S. Senator McDonald and was told that the
Johnson family had indeed been living there until about six
years earlier. The family had lived elegantly until they were ac-
cused of being counterfeiters. The Johnsons had employed the
law firm of McDonald & Butler (it is assumed that this is the
same McDonald mentioned above) to defend them, paying the
firm $25,000. It was money well-spent, as they were cleared of
the charges. However, the family reputation had been tar-
nished, and they moved to Cincinnati. Murray tracked the
Johnsons from Cincinnati to Covington, Kentucky, and from
there to Hartford, Connecticut, and then to Fall River, Massa-
chusetts. They had left Fall River about a year before, and there
the trail turned cold.

Murray went back to his first contact in New York, and the
man studied the counterfeit bills for several hours. The ex-coun-
terfeiter agreed that the counterfeit U.S. note was the work of
John Hill, and that the Canadian counterfeits must have been
the work of Ed Johnson—the man knew Johnson's work as well
as his own. He had checked around for a hint of Johnson's loca-
tion, but had come up empty. He did, however, provide Murray
with a valuable bit of information about Ed Johnson; it was
known that Johnson was not normally involved with the passing
of counterfeit notes. His skill was engraving; his wife negotiated
the sale of the counterfeits to wholesalers, who would in turn get
the notes into the hands of the passers. The only crack in John-
son's "armor" was that he sometimes drank too much. Murray
was told that the members of the family—Johnson's wife, five
sons and two daughters—"had a desperate time watching him."
Murray was familiar with three of Johnson's sons, Dave, John-
nie, and Tom, who was lame. By this time Murray had obtained
a photograph of Ed Johnson.

MURRAY LOCATES THE JOHNSON FAMILY
Murray went to Buffalo and Detroit, but found no leads as to the
Johnson family's location. He was convinced they had gone
abroad or to Canada, and were personally involved with dis-
tributing the counterfeit bank notes. He returned to Toronto and
stopped in a saloon near the train station for a drink. He was
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standing at the bar when he glimpsed a familiar face at the other
end—Johnnie Johnson, Ed Johnson's son. Johnnie apparently
did not recognize Murray and continued his solitary drinking.
When Johnnie left the saloon Murray tried to follow him, but
was unsuccessful.

Three nights later, Murray again spotted Johnnie Johnson,
and managed to follow him to a house on Hazelton Avenue. He
placed the house under surveillance, and spoke with several de-
livery men about the inhabitants. He was told that there were an
elderly gentleman and his wife, two daughters and two sons liv-
ing in the house.

At 7 A.M. on Friday, June 11, 1880, after Murray had been
watching the house for several days, Edwin Johnson stepped off
the front porch. Murray followed him downtown as Johnson
stopped for a drink in several saloons. Each time he paid with
genuine notes. By this time Johnson had become "boozy" and
boarded a train for Markham. Murray followed him there; John-
son's first stop was a saloon, and he paid for a drink with a new
counterfeit $1 Dominion of Canada note that Murray success-
fully obtained from the bartender. Johnson visited several estab-
lishments, passing counterfeit bills; in one place he purchased a
tie, paying for it with one of the counterfeit $4 notes of the Do-
minion Bank. Murray was successful in capturing all of the
counterfeit notes passed, each time purchasing them with his
own genuine money.

Johnson returned on the train to Toronto, where Murray con-
fronted him. Johnson at first did not seem to understand that
Murray was placing him under arrest. When Murray told him
that he had obtained the counterfeits passed in Markham, John-
son seemed to sober up, and asked if there was not some type
of an "arrangement" that could be worked out. Murray
searched him and found more counterfeit notes. He took John-
son to the local jail, and told him the only "deal" that would
work was for Johnson to turn over all of the plates and para-
phernalia. Johnson sent for Murray the following day. Satur-
day, and again proposed that a substantial sum of "good"
money would be given to Murray in exchange for releasing him:
Murray again demanded the plates. As Murray was leaving.
Johnson told him, "Murray, if you ever get into this line of busi-
ness, don't drink. A man does things when he is drunk that he
would never dream of doing when he is sober. If I had not been
drunk this would not have happened."

On Saturday, June 12, 1880, the following account ap-
peared on page 10 of the Toronto Globe:

"COUNTERFEIT BILLS. — An old man 70 years of age,
whose name as yet has not been ascertained, in charge of
two Stouffville constables, was yesterday lodged in the city
gaol. He is committed for trial on the charge of passing coun-
terfeit money on a storekeeper in that village. It seems that
the old gentleman appeared in Stouffville some little time
ago, and made several trifling purchases in the shops of the
village, spools (of thread) and drinks being the favourite arti-
cles upon which to squander his wealth. These things he in-
variably paid for with a bill, which he thus got changed. It
was at length discovered that one of the bills so tendered was
a clever forgery, and the old gentleman was at once very
much in request. He was arrested in Thornhill, taken to
Stouffville, and arraigned before Mr. Crookshank, J.P., who
committed him for trial. At the trial he refused to give his
name, and still continues in his refusal. On his person were
found a number of spools and over $20 in silver." (Markham
and Stouffville are towns to the northeast of Toronto, six
miles apart; Murray may have confused the exact location of
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Johnson's escapades when he recounted the story twenty-
five years later. Thornhill was a small town five miles north of
Toronto, and has since become a part of Toronto; again,
Murray may have forgotten exactly where he arrested John-
son).

Murray returned to the jail on Monday, and renewed his in-
sistence on having the counterfeit plates. Edwin Johnson finally
relented, indicating that he had not notified any of his family of
the situation nor requested a lawyer. The two men, accompa-
nied by Detective John Hodgins, drove to some woods on Wells
Hill. north of Toronto. Johnson took some measurements and
directed them to dig in one particular spot, which turned out to
be wrong. He then measured again, and the plates were finally
located. The package, according to Murray, was about the size
of two large bricks, wrapped in oilcloth and sealed in beeswax.
Johnson handled them gently as he handed them to Murray, say-
ing, "They cost over forty thousand dollars to make. I don't own
all these plates. A party on the other side has an interest in them."
This last comment undoubtedly referred to whoever owned the
plates for the $5 legal tender note engraved by John Hill.

The plates were taken to the Attorney General's office, where
Murray inspected them. Murray was impressed:

..I examined them, and saw that they were the finest in
the land. I marveled at the firmness and precision of the
strokes, the authority of the signatures, the beauty of the vig-
nettes and medallions, the accuracy of following all the little
whimsies of the engravers of the original, genuine plates. For
each bill there were three copper plates—one for the front
(face). one for the back, and one for the wedge." (After con-
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versations with several collectors and searches of other refer-
ences, no absolute definition of a "wedge" has been found.
One reasonable assumption is that it was a plate used for the
colored overprint, popular as an anti-counterfeiting meas-
ure. In the case of the Canadian notes under discussion, the
overprint was green. Another more remote possibilty is that it
was a plate used to add serial numbers and seals to a note.)
"Each plate was about one quarter of an inch in thickness. I
scored them crisscross, and locked them up. Not only were
the six Canada counterfeits in the lot, but the plates for the
counterfeit (United) States bill were there. There were
twenty-one separate copper pieces or plates, three each for
the Bank of Commerce $10, the Bank of Commerce $5. the
Bank of British North America $5, the Ontario Bank $10,
the Dominion Bank $4, the (Canadian) Government issue
$1, and the United States $5."

The Tuesday, June 15, 1880 issue of the Toronto Globe pro-
vides some background and commentary about Edwin Johnson:

"A few circumstances of the life of this wonderfully suc-
cessful criminal were given by Detective Murray from infor-
mation sent to the detectives by the Washington authorities
with a view to securing his arrest. He is an Englishman by
birth, but removed to the United States. He lived in New
York City for some years, and shortly before the breaking out
of the Rebellion in 1837 he came to Canada. After some
time he returned to the State of Indiana. Here he was ar-
rested on a charge of passing counterfeit money and was
sent to the States Prison for five years. On his release he
went to Cincinnati, and there also he served a term for coun-

Johnson counterfeit $5 note The Canadian Bank of Commerce. Toronto, Series of May 1. 1871.

Johnson counterfeit $10 note: The Canadian Bank of Commerce. Toronto, Series of May 1, 1871.
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terfeiting. Since then it appears he has dealt largely in irre-
deemable currency, selling it wholesale to regular operators
who spread the bills broadcast over the country. Sometimes
his operations were carried on in New York and sometimes
in Canada. When it became necessary to pass bills or plates
across the lines the business was transacted through trusted
messengers instead of by mail or express. The plates, though
heavy, are so small that they can easily be carried in an ordi-
nary overcoat pocket.

"It is a great wonder that one who had been at the very
head of his profession, and had dealt in such large amounts,
should resort to the 'retail business' of buying spools of
thread or five cent drinks with counterfeit bills as he had done
in Stouffville. It may have been owing to the strange unac-
countable freak of conduct which often occurs with men of
his class, and which has led so many criminals after years of
successful scheming straight into the net the authorities have
spread to receive him, or, what is quite as probable, it may
have been that he was more or less under the influence of li-
quor during the days of his sojourn in Stouffville and its vicin-
ity. Be that as it may, this king of 'rag baby' men seems at last
to have been dethroned."
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ture and one hand-signed signature.) The counterfeits had been
produced in large quantities once each year, and then the plates
would be buried as they had been found until the next printing.

The plates for the counterfeit $5 legal tender note were taken
to Washington by Murray. where he showed them to Sherman
and Brooks. He gave them names that had been furnished by
Johnson. and the Secret Service rounded up the participants in
the United States. (The plates of the Canadian counterfeits were
kept by Murray as a souvenir of the operation; in his obituary,
which appeared in the Toronto Globe on June 13, 1906, is the
statement, "The plates cost $40,000 to make, and are part of
the trophies Mr. Murray kept in his library.")

THE FATE OF THE JOHNSON FAMILY

When Johnson was arraigned in Toronto in the fall of 1880,
some humor entered the story. Chief Justice Hagerty looked
down at Johnson and asked him who his attorney was. John-
son answered, "Murray." When Hagerty asked who "Murray"
was, the prosecutor answered. "Your lordship, he means De-
tective Murray. - By a prior arrangement Johnson pleaded guilty
to seven indictments; the prosecutor asked the Court to suspend
sentence, and this request was granted. Murray took Johnson

Johnson counterfeit $5 note: The Bank of British North America, Kingston, Series of May 1, 1875.

Murray went back to the jail to talk to Johnson, and Johnson
confirmed that Hill had made the $5 U.S. counterfeit plates and
that he had done the rest. The work had taken several years.
Johnson said that his sons were training to become engravers,
and that one of them would become better than he; he also told
Murray that his daughters had forged the signatures on the
notes. (At this time, the Canadian notes had one printed signa-

and his daughters to the United States, to testify in court there.
The rest of the family had fled Canada. Johnson's lame son
Tom was arrested in Erie with a sum of the counterfeit notes in
his hollow cane. He was sentenced to several years in prison.
Johnnie was arrested in Buffalo, but escaped conviction. He
was later arrested in Toronto for passing a counterfeit $10 Bank
of Commerce note, and was sentenced to ten years in prison.
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Tom and another son, Charlie, were arrested at Sarnia, Canada
in the early 1890s for possessing counterfeit notes, and were
sent to the penitentiary.

In August of 1898 Charlie (then out of jail) and another son,
Ed, were arrested for possession of counterfeit notes at the
house in Detroit where they lived with their mother and two sis-
ters (by this time Edwin Johnson was dead). Another brother,
David, and his family were also living in Detroit. When their
houses were searched, between $7,000 and $10,000 in coun-
terfeit notes were found; this time the counterfeits were U.S. $2
silver certificates, Series of 1886 and 1891. One of the family
escaped but was later arrested at Blenheim, Ontario; the rest of
the family was taken to Washington to be tried. The sons and
daughters were charged with counterfeiting U.S. currency, and
the mother was charged with disposing of counterfeit U.S. cur-
rency.

Murray stated that John Hill was still in prison in 1896, under
the name of John Murphy. He indicated that as of 1905 some
of the Johnson family was dead, some were in prison, and the
others had disappeared. At a meeting held in the Receiver Gen-
eral's office after he had captured the counterfiet plates, Murray
was honored and given a reward by the banks whose notes had
been copied. At that meeting he placed some of the bogus notes
beside genuine ones, and asked the bank officials whose signa-
tures appeared on the notes to identify the genuine ones; many
of them were unable to do so.

John Murray performed his duties well when he captured Ed-
win Johnson and recovered the counterfeit plates he and John
Hill had engraved. There is no doubt that Murray considered
Johnson a criminal; however, there is also no doubt that he re-
spected Johnson's abilities as an engraver. The last word Murray
had on the subject was "Crime lost a genius when old man
Johnson died."

DISCREPANCIES, SPECULATION,
POSSIBLE ANSWERS

The Globe newspaper article of June 15, 1880 lists seven plates
as having been captured by Detective Murray:

The Ontario Bank $10
Canadian Bank of Commerce $5
Dominion Bank $4
Dominion of Canada $1
Dominion of Canada $2
Two sets of plates for United States legal tender and treas-
ury notes, $5 each.

This differs from the account in Murray's book, (the plates are
listed at the beginning of this article) in that it omits the 1877
Bank of British North America $5 and the 1871 Bank of Com-
merce $10, while it adds a Dominion of Canada $2 and the
U.S. "Treasury Note." The $2 Dominion of Canada note was
so extensively counterfeited that the whole issue was recalled in
1887.

The history of The Canadian Bank of Commerce states on
page 544:

"After a few years a dangerous counterfeit of the $5 note
of May 1, 1871 appeared bearing the signature of E.J. Smith
as cashier. This signature is heavily printed and appears to
the naked eye almost as though affixed by a rubber stamp,
whereas on the genuine notes the signatures are written. The
engraving of the head of Queen Victoria on the counterfeit is

coarse, and the head is turned slightly more to the right than
in the genuine note. The specimens of the forgery in the
Bank's collection all bear the plate letter C and the serial
numbers are in the neighborhood of 231270."

The book goes on to say that this caused the 1871 issue to be
replaced with a new design that was dated Jan. 1, 1879. On
page 545 the book states:

"Some years later [perhaps 1880?] a counterfeit of the
$10 note of May 1, 1871 made its appearance. Although re-
garded as dangerous, the counterfeit may be readily recog-
nized by the number of lines in the shading under the words
`Ten Dollars' in the lower half of the center face of the note.
In the genuine note there are only four lines while in the
counterfeit there are five. In addition there is a distinct open-
ing between the bases of the letter 'A' in the word DOLLARS
in the genuine, which is lacking in the counterfeit."

[As a point of clarification, the counterfeit $5 of the Canadian
Bank of Commerce note states "Capital $4,000,000" while the
counterfeit $10 note states "Capital $6,000,00." Both of the
genuine notes state "Capital $4,000,000"; the bank changed its
capitalization to $6,000,000 in 1874, but it probably did not ap-
pear on the bank's notes until the next batch was ordered from
the printer—which possibly could have been as late as 1875 or
1876. The Johnsons copied an earlier issue $5 and a later issue
$10. The $5 counterfeit appeared in early 1878, because the is-
sue that replaced it is dated Jan. 1, 1879; the counterfeit $10
probably appeared in the spring of 1880. The appearance of the
counterfeit $10 did not cause the issue to be withdrawn as was
the case with the $5, and the 1871 design was issued until
superseded in 1887. Interestingly, the 1887 issue was with-
drawn because the ink smeared easily.]

Based on all this, one theory of what happened is that the
Johnson gang produced all seven counterfeit notes mentioned
in both the book and the 1880 newspaper article. Three of the
five notes are common to both lists, so there is no problem with
these. The five sets of plates recovered in June 1880 were as
shown in the newspaper. The other two (the Bank of British
North America $5 and the Bank of Commerce $10) were prob-
ably recovered a short time later. By 1905 it was almost a quar-
ter-century after the event and Murray, in telling the story, prob-
ably made a slight mistake as to which five plates had been
found, and emphasized the five that had caused the most trou-
ble at the time. Thus he omitted the Dominion of Canada $2
and one of the U.S. $5 notes.

A possible explanation of why these last two counterfeit notes
mentioned were not much of a nuisance in 1880 follows: One
of the U.S. notes is described as a "Treasury Note"; it may have
been a note from the Series of 1869, which might have been just
about out of circulation by 1880 (replaced by the Series of 1875
and 1878). So the counterfeiters had likely "retired" that plate
some time before. The $2 Dominion of Canada note is just the
opposite. The note in question is almost certainly the 1878
issue, since the previous one (1870) does not seem to have
been counterfeited. But the 1878 issue was only placed in circu-
lation in August of 1879. Given the length of time the counter-
feiters would need to make the plates, it is likely that they had
been made by the spring of 1880, and any notes printed from
them had not yet been passed. Perhaps any counterfeit 1878
notes already printed were hidden until things "cooled off" and
were then passed by middlemen. That would account for the
number of counterfeit 1878 $2s seen today.

Since the Bank of Commerce book says that the counterfeit
$10 of 1871 came out "some years after" the $5, it is not unrea-
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Johnson counterfeit $4 note: The Dominion Bank, Toronto, Series of Feb. 1, 1871. He purchased a tie in
Markham with a note like this the day that Murray was following him. (All notes illustrated are in the Bank of

Canada's National Currency Collection; all photographs by J. Zagon. Ottawa.)

sonable to assume that it was the one that the Johnson gang had
"in production" in the spring of 1880. It would not be surprising
if it and the Bank of British North America $5 note of 1877 were
being done at that time, which would account for these plates
not being hidden with the others. Since these two notes were
obviously causing a lot of trouble at the time, it is possible that
Murray tended to remember these two while forgetting the other
two which were not then being passed. Twenty-five years is a
long time to remember such things correctly.

It is strange that neither account mentions where the counter-
feits were being printed. Perhaps Johnson did not have a hand
in this. It was possibly somewhere in Toronto, or may have been
in the United States. It could be that the place was found when
the gang was broken up, and that may well be when the other
two sets of plates were seized.

The records of the U.S. Secret Service, (Records Group 87 in
the U.S. National Archives) were consulted for information
about Edwin Johnson. No information was found about this
particular episode in his life, nor are there any photographs or
physical descriptions of him in the files.

These facts and conjectures are presented as they are record-
ed in the sources referenced; any further information a reader
may provide about this event in the history of paper money will
be greatly appreciated, and will certainly be published.
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JOHNSON COUNTERFEITS IN
THE NATIONAL CURRENCY COLLECTION

BANK OF CANADA

The Canadian Bank of Commerce, $5 Series of May 1, 1871
C 212347 	 C 231437
C 231279 	 C 231472

The Canadian Bank of Commerce, $10 Series of May 1, 1871
D 201256 	 D 221533
D 201536 	 D 223541

The Bank of British North America, Kingston, $5 Series of May 1, 1875
21633 	 23434
23433	 23445

The Dominion Bank, Toronto, $4 Series of February 1, 1871
B 19730 B 23527
B 19740 B 23541
B 19770 B 28120
B 20501 B 31279
B 21263 B 51270

The Ontario Bank, Toronto, $10 Series of November 1, 1870
A 33174 	 A 33217
A 33195
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