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Tales of the Secret Service

The Versatile
Counterfeiter,

John Peter McCartney

by BRENT HUGHES

John S. Dye, the publisher of books called Counterfeit
Detectors, acquired a vast amount of information on the
lives of prominent counterfeiters. His book on the sub-
ject, written in 1879, must have been based on Secret
Service records combined with newspaper accounts
because the details were so precise. It was probably a
mutually beneficial association—the Secret Service
gave Dye the details of the latest counterfeit notes in
circulation and he quickly passed the data on to
bankers and merchants in his newsletters and books.

From Dye's writings we get a number of impres-
sions of life in those days, especially the attitudes and
habits of counterfeiters, police officers, Secret Service
agents, courts and prisons. For fifty years or more, the
Secret Service worked to seize counterfeiting plates
and made all sorts of deals to accomplish their aim.
Police officers were so underpaid that they went after
the reward money posted by the government. Failing
this, the officers and prison guards were prone to ac-
cept bribes to help prisoners escape. So there existed
a curious merry-go-round of capture, payoff, escape,
re-capture, more payoff ad infinitum.

The counterfeiters themselves became contemp-
tuous of all law enforcement people, considering them
little more than petty criminals always on the take. It
became a game and a battle of wits, both of which
revolved around paper money. In this situation there
was one man who seemed to be Mr. Versatility
himself—John Peter McCartney.

D
 URING his counterfeiting career he "raised" small

notes to larger denominations, became a "shover"
who passed counterfeit notes for other makers,

learned to engrave, made plates for himself and others, and
printed thousands of notes, which he sold retail and whole-
sale or placed in circulation himself. To cover his activities
he successfully passed himself off as a physician, dentist,
salesman, miner, cattleman, lecturer, Secret Service agent
and consultant to the Treasury Department.

A complete account of McCartney's life would require
volumes, so we must be content with only a brief survey. One

fact has been neglected in our history books—counterfeiting
in the years of the "broken bank note," those decades prior
to the Civil War, was a huge industry with hundreds and per-
haps thousands of participants. When our government is-
sued the first demand notes at the start of the Civil War,
counterfeiters continued to operate and the Secret Service
was created to fight the menace. It took more decades be-
fore counterfeiting was reduced significantly and therein lies
our story.

John Peter McCartney was born about 1824 and grew up
on a farm. He received little education but was very intelli-
gent and naturally gifted. At Mattoon, Illinois he somehow
met the William Johnston family, an event which would
shape his future. William Johnston's grandfather and father
had been counterfeiters and McCartney had learned from
both. When Johnston met McCartney he was startled to find
that while the young man could barely read and write, he
easily learned the basics of engraving on steel. Thus
McCartney would go on to be recognized by his associates
as an expert in his chosen "profession."

Pete McCartney

One day the young man happened to look at a stack of
bank notes and wondered why anyone would print one dollar
bills when it was just as easy to print fives and tens. He then
took scissors and raised a $1 bill to a $5 bill by glueing
corners from $5 notes over the $1 figures on the dollar bill.
When he had no trouble passing the fake $5 bill at a store,
he decided that might be an easy way to make a living.

To learn the finer points of engraving he went to two fa-
mous cutters, Ben Boyd and Nat Kenzie. At about this time
he also got involved with counterfeit coins. There was a
counterfeit "factory" in Walnut Hills near Cincinnati. It was
here that McCartney first met the widow of an old German
counterfeiter named Ackerman and her two handsome
daughters, Martha Ann and Almiranda. Martha was all of
thirteen, very bright and skillful, and already possessed of
two years experience as a printer of counterfeit notes. Ten
years later she would become Mrs. John Peter McCartney.
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In 1852 McCartney was living in Indianapolis and osten-
sibly dealing in horses. He was known as Joe Woods and was
gaining a reputation in the coney business. This went on for
ten years in a quiet way and it was not until 1862, during
the Civil War, that he managed to get caught passing coun-
terfeit money at a military post in West Virginia. The Army
put him in irons and shipped him off to the Old Capitol
Prison in Washington, D.C. He escaped by jumping off the
speeding train, survived and went limping back to Illinois.

His cover in Springfield was as a dentist in the employ of
Dr. C. Granville French. But counterfeiting was his game
so back he went to see the widow Ackerman. There he saw
again the lovely Martha Ann, now a mature young woman,
and married her. It was a happy time for all because the
widow Ackerman was now Mrs. John B. Trout, wife of the
famous counterfeiter. It was marital bliss all around.

MRS. MARTHA A. MCCARTNEY.

In 1864 John and Martha moved to Nauvoo, Illinois
where McCartney engraved his famous plates of the $10 U.S.
Legal Tender note of March 10, 1862 that was to give the
government all kinds of problems. The Secret Service chased
these plates for four years before they located them but still
had to make a deal to get possession.

In 1866 McCartney was arrested in St. Louis where he
spent $8,000 to buy his escape. To keep ahead of the authori-
ties he became Professor Joseph Woods and went on the lec-
ture circuit all over the West. His subject was "Counterfeit
Money and How to Detect it." One writer said that during
this time McCartney was "quite a rosebud of moral and vir-
tuous promise." He obviously did not know his man because
the facts were that while John Peter was lecturing, his pals
Miles Ogle and James Lyons were up at Fort Wayne, In-
diana, turning out beautiful $5 and $20 U.S. notes of the
March 10, 1863 issue. The plates had been made by
McCartney before he left town. It was a great setup. If a
person bought a ticket to the lecture and received change,
it was in counterfeit money produced by the lecturer. He
moved quietly from town to town leaving his "products" in
his wake.

Inevitably he was arrested again and Martha got him out
for only $2,000. It was quite simple—Martha bought a key,
the guards went to dinner and the two McCartneys left town.
No one seemed upset when they found the cell door, corridor
door and the outside door standing wide open.

McCartney was now 42 years old and at his peak as a
counterfeiter. When notes were issued by the government
with hard-to-copy ornate scrollwork engraved by a machine,
McCartney designed and built a machine to do the same
job. It seemed that everything the Treasury tried was
promptly duplicated by John Peter. He moved frequently
all over Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Kentucky and many other
states before settling down at Osgood, Indiana at the home
of a crafty counterfeiter named Levi.

It was a most unusual house because Levi had designed
it to house counterfeiters on the run. The original log house
had an escape tunnel with a trapdoor concealed in the floor
and an attic escape route reached by a folding ladder. There
was a back door leading to the outhouse, of course, but the
woods behind it were dangerous to walk in. Barbed wire, trip
wires, watch dogs, concealed pits and other features made
them impassable. From the front you made your presence
known and only after being identified did you proceed far-
ther. Once inside the main house a guest would be assigned
a room off a hall which ran the full length of the structure.
Each room had a back door and a ladder to the attic which
also had a central hall. Thus, guests had a dozen ways to es-
cape at any moment or they could hole up in the tunnels
until lawmen left. Old Man Levi's reputation was such that
no intelligent lawman ever tried to get in.

Levi's son Lyle was McCartney's shover. Daughter Mis-
souri married Jeff. Rittenhouse, a counterfeiter, and even-
tually took over the unusual house when her father died. The
Secret Service knew all about the group and gradually added
men to the case. McCartney's days of freedom were ending.
In 1867 police at Mattoon, Illinois arrested McCartney on
the street and found a baggage claim check in his wallet.
They went to the railroad baggage room and found a big box
containing a printing press, supplies and $23,400 in coun-
terfeit $50 Compound-Interest Treasury Notes. A few days
later their prisoner escaped. On November 21, 1870
McCartney was arrested again and he escaped again when
$2,000 changed hands. Time after time this act was repeated.

Then Secret Service Chief H.C. Whitley got personally
involved and interviewed McCartney after one arrest. The
two men hit it off immediately and came to trust each other.
John Peter may have sincerely wanted to reform and Whitley
may have been the first lawman he felt he could trust to help
him. The two went to a cornfield near Decatur, Illinois where
McCartney dug up some cans containing $60,000 in coun-
terfeit notes and a set of plates. Then they went to St. Louis
where they crawled under an old house to retrieve several
sets of coinage dies. Their travel continued to Cincinnati
where McCartney gave up $5,000 and some unfinished
plates. Then the two returned to Springfield where Whitley
wired Washington and McCartney went back to his cell.
Shortly thereafter, he was released on bail. As he thought
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about it he became convinced that even Whitley could not
help him so he fled to Canada.

In 1873 he executed plates for an improved imitation of
the $20 U.S. Treasury Note. It was a masterpiece that
brought in buyers by the dozens. Then on December 1, 1874
an informer told the Secret Service where McCartney was
hiding. A gun battle ensued in which John Peter took several
bullets. He went to a prison hospital to recover, then was sent
back to the jail in St. Louis. At 3 a.m. on February 5, 1875
an alarm went off and jailers found that six prisoners had
escaped, including McCartney. Their exit had been through
a big hole in the brick wall of the jail building. McCartney
said later with wry humor that the hole had cost him $3,000.

By prearrangement, the six escapees had agreed to make
their way to Dennison, Texas and meet there on February
20. They all made it and took a train to Sherman where
plans were made to set up a counterfeiting operation.
McCartney went to Dallas and the others scattered. A little
later they were all arrested but McCartney escaped by
bribing a sheriff. Again he was arrested, this time in Austin,
and again he escaped. Money talked everywhere, it seemed,
but this time John Peter got out of Texas—it was just too ex-
pensive.

JOHN PETER MCCARTNEY.

In 1876 he was arrested in Illinois. He jumped bail and
went to Richmond, Indiana. In November he was caught
again, this time with $2,713 on his person. Eight hundred
and sixty dollars were in counterfeit $50 U.S. greenbacks,
issue of 1869, and thirty-three $20 U.S. Treasury Notes. The
rest were $5 bills of The Traders National Bank of Chicago.
McCartney identified himself as Charles Lang, one of his
many aliases.

Unfortunately for McCartney the Secret Service had as-
signed an agent named Estes G. Rathbone to the case. Rath-
bone was a cut above the average agent and he began to put
all the pieces together. He figured out that "Charles Lang"
was actually McCartney who had been a real problem for
much too long. It was obvious to Rathbone that it did no
good to arrest McCartney if he was then placed in the typical

jail. So once he had his man identified and located, he
delayed the arrest until a team of Secret Service guards could
arrive. Warned about McCartney's success at bribery, the
team of government guards could not be bought. Rathbone
was hard as nails and McCartney found that escape was im-
possible. The sun was about to set on his counterfeiting
career.

On November 28, 1876 the prisoner was brought before
Judge Gresham of the U.S. District Court at Indianapolis.
The judge had studied the records and told McCartney that
he saw no hope of reformation. He then sentenced him to
serve fifteen years at hard labor. McCartney was fifty-two
years old at the time and must have realized that he had just
received a life sentence.

Martha McCartney pled guilty to possession of a coun-
terfeit plate but the Secret Service intervened and got her
placed on probation. The lady was smart and possessed of
a long memory. Obviously she had a lot of information that
would prove to be of great value to the government. It turned
out well for her and records show that she became a valu-
able weapon in the battle against counterfeiters.
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