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Tales of the Secret Service

CHARLES F. ULRICH, "BOSS CUTTER"

by BRENT HUGHES

C HARLES Frederick Ulrich could have been many
things in life other than a counterfeiter. Those who
knew him recognized his high intellect, artistic genius,

cultured behavior and what today we would call charisma.
People instinctively liked him and many came to his aid as he
got into one difficulty after another.

His countrymen in his native Germany said that throughout
his life he always had "Schweinsgluck," literally "pig's luck,"
because of his uncanny ability to extricate himself from a long
series of personal disasters. Yet he could not resist associating
himself with most of the counterfeiters of his day who referred
to him as "boss cutter" because of his engraving skill. He made
plates to print counterfeit $100 bills of many national banks
and was especially good at making what were called "skeleton
plates:' These were plates that had everything except the bank
name, city and charter numbers. With a skeleton plate in hand,
others could make up title plates for other banks whose name
contained the same number of letters.

Ulrich's most famous plate was for the $100 note of the
Central National Bank of New York City. At the same time he
created a skeleton plate with which he produced similar notes
on the Ohio National Bank of Cincinnati and the First
National Bank of Boston. The production run amounted to
$200,000 which his shover "Little Jimmy" Brunel] disposed of
in only two days, leaving many customers asking for more.

Ulrich was born June 25, 1836 in Prenzlaw, Prussia. His
father was an engraver by profession and taught his son the
basics at an early age. Following the custom in those days, the
youngster was apprenticed at age 14 to a local engraver. When
Ulrich "graduated" at age 16, his employer said that he had a
great future ahead of him. But it was not to be.

Shortly thereafter something happened which led to Ulrich's
hasty departure for England. Charles said that he was simply
escaping the draft; others indicated that the local police
suspected the young man of making some counterfeit bank
documents of wonderful quality.

The suspicious folks at Scotland Yard had heard the rumors
and began watching him. When some beautiful counterfeits of
Bank of England notes showed up they naturally talked to
Ulrich about it. No charges were filed but Charlie got the
message. Move on, the Englishmen implied, and they wouldn't
be unreasonable. So Charles arrived in the United States in
October, 1853 on the good ship Ticonderoga.

It quickly became obvious that a lonely German youth who
spoke no English was not going to prosper in New York City.
Such engraving shops that existed were not owned by Germans
and there were simply no jobs to be had. Charlie was in pretty
desperate circumstances and accepted a good meal from an
Englishman who befriended him. His benefactor turned out to

be a recruiter for the British Army which was gearing up for war
with Russia. Somehow Ulrich was induced to enlist and he and
fifteen others were shipped off to Boston. In a few days other
men arrived and the entire group left for Halifax, Nova Scotia,
then on to England.

It was to be another disaster for Ulrich because he ended up
in the Crimea as part of the group immortalized by Tennyson
in his "Charge of the Light Brigade' During the famous battle
a Russian smashed his skull with a rifle butt, then stuck a
bayonet into his side. Charlie was presumed dead for 36 hours,
but then his remarkable "Schweinsgluck" surfaced. He was
rescued from the battlefield, nursed back to health and sent
back to England where he was paid off and discharged. Back he
came to New York City in 1856.

This time he found a job with Doty and McFarland Engravers
on William Street but left in a short time to set up his own shop
at the corner of Maiden Lane and Nassau Street. It was here that
he ran into corrupt police officers who augmented their pay by
blackmailing suspects.

Detective Bob Boyer was an expert at the game. There had
been a rash of "queer" notes circulating about New York, one of
which was a ten dollar bill expertly raised to a hundred. Boyer's
informants told him that the skilled maker was known on the
street as "Dutch Charlie", but who or where he might be was
unknown. Boyer went to his files, looked under "Charlie" and
came up with the Scotland Yard advisory about Charlie Ulrich
as a counterfeiting suspect.

Boyer located his man and found him engraving a vignette
to be used on a business card. Boyer accused Ulrich of
counterfeiting and hauled him off to jail. When Boyer went on
to testify that Ulrich was wanted in both Berlin and London for
counterfeiting, the jury convicted him and he was sent to Sing
Sing Prison for five years. This was 1858 and the 22-year-old
found himself in deep trouble again. But again he got lucky.
His charisma worked its magic on the warden.

They liked each other immediately and as they talked the
warden became convinced that this nice young man must have
been framed. He sent inquiries to Scotland Yard and to the
Berlin police which came back negative. The warden contacted
Governor Morgan of New York and Ulrich was pardoned in
1861.

When Charlie walked out of Sing Sing there were many
inmates left behind who swore that there was more to the
pardon business than met the eye. The warden had acquired a
certain gold bracelet which he turned over to Ulrich to be
beautifully engraved in a manner which the warden knew
would delight the Governor's wife. She was more than
delighted with Charlie's work and the warden's gift and shortly
thereafter the pardon was issued. The more cynical among the
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inmates said that "Ulrich engraved his way into prison and en-
graved his way out" Whether this story is true or not we don't
know.

The frame-up must have had a profound effect on Ulrich be-
cause when he got to New York City he became a full-time
counterfeiter. He soon met an ex-con named Chase who in-
troduced him to Jimmy Colbert, front man for a gang of coun-
terfeiters headed by the notorious Harry Cole. Ulrich was
getting smarter all the time and he decided to outfox the New
York detectives by having many shops all over town. But the
police found him anyway and, according to Ulrich, constantly
blackmailed him. Finally he just gave up on New York City and
headed west to Cincinnati.

The local counterfeiters called on him and he was again at
work making his beautiful plates. In 1864 he made the plates
for the national bank $100 bills. A man named Jimmy Brunell
knew talent when he saw it and sought out Charlie to form a
partnership. The two rented a house in College Hill, a suburb
of Cincinnati, bringing in one Mary Brown, alias Mary Hen-
derson, as their "housekeeper!'

Brunell had acquired a plate for making counterfeits of the
Francis Spinner 504 U.S. fractional currency note. In short
order he had saturated the country with the small bill. Appar-
ently most people believed that no one would bother to coun-
terfeit a 504 note and accepted them without hesitation. This
made a lot of other counterfeiters become anxious to get their
hands on the plate.

Tom King, John Hart and Charles White showed up from
Pittsburgh one day and pulled off a clever "con!' Hart and White
bought themselves a badge, pretended to be detectives and
threatened to arrest Ulrich and Brunell unless they forked over
the plate and $1,600 in hush money. Ulrich had been through
this sort of shakedown in New York, of course, so he paid the
money and Brunell surrendered the Spinner plate.

King promptly returned to Pittsburgh, cranked up the old
printing press and began turning out bogus Spinners. He was
soon arrested and sent away for the next eight years. As you
may have guessed, an anonymous letter from Ulrich to Pitts-
burgh authorities may have led to King's arrest. Charlie quickly
learned to play the game.

Into Charlie's life now came the famous, or infamous,
William P. Wood, superintendent of the Old Capitol Prison
and big buddy of Edwin Stanton and Lafayette Baker. Wood
managed to get himself appointed as first chief of the newly-
created U.S. Secret Service. He promptly turned into the best
known loose cannon in Washington, banging away in all direc-
tions. He did catch a lot of counterfeiters, however, and was
going strong in May of 1867 when he pounced on Ulrich in
Cincinnati. Like any other corrupt law enforcement official,
Wood was willing to cut a deal.

After some bargaining Ulrich surrendered the plates for a
$500 bill he was working on and Wood promised to drop the
charges. Later the plates would be declared equal to the gen-
uine by Treasury experts, high praise indeed. Wood walked
away with the plate and Charlie and let the case go to trial,
which of course left Ulrich in deep trouble again.

What Charlie did not know was that a former girl friend,
Kate Gross, had become jealous when someone told her that
good-looking Charlie Ulrich had gotten married in 1862
shortly after he had arrived in Cincinnati. Kate smouldered for
awhile, contacted Wood and told him where Charlie was.

Secretary of the Treasury Hugh McCollough at about this
time was frantically trying to find out who had engraved the
plates for the famous counterfeit of the $1,000 "seven-thirty"
U.S. bond and had Charlie brought to Washington for ques-
tioning. Ulrich told the truth—he had not done it and didn't
know who had. The disgusted bureaucrats sent poor Charlie
back to Cincinnati where he was sentenced to serve eight years
in the Ohio State Penitentiary at Columbus.

Almost immediately the old charisma was back at work and
prison officials became convinced that the well-behaved model
prisoner deserved a few privileges. In return Charlie took a
piece of an old saw blade and engraved thereon a portrait of ex-
Governor Allen of Ohio. He then created a marvelous ren-
dering of the penitentiary to go on a fine letterhead for the
warden. Such efforts deeply touched Col. Innis, the warden,
and got Charlie pardoned for his sins. Innis even set Charlie up
in the lithography business, believing that he could secure
some fat contracts from the State. These didn't materialize and
the new business foundered.

CHARLES FREDERICK ULRICH.

Meanwhile Ulrich had some visitors. The notorious Harry
Cole showed up and offered Charlie $5,000 to move to
Philadelphia. Ulrich promptly turned him in to Col. Innis who
ran Cole out of town. Then a man showed up who offered
Charlie $1,000 for a plate to make counterfeit tax stamps for
cigars. Ulrich turned him in to the Internal Revenue Service. It
was getting to be a nuisance; too many people knew where he
was. So, in November of 1876, Charlie quietly left Columbus.

A month later we find Ulrich living in Philadelphia working
on a plate to make $50 bills of the Central National Bank of
New York City. His partners were Harry Cole and Jacob Ott,
two operators who knew their way around the coney business.
Cole may have had some hard feelings about his forced depar-
ture from Cincinnati, but he didn't let it stand in the way of
business.
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Ulrich's old nemesis, William Wood, had long since been
dismissed as head of the Secret Service and the new chief had
cleaned up the organization. Wood had even been brought in
for questioning by his former associates and ended up in
disgrace.

It was at this time, 1877, that Ulrich produced the counterfeit
fifties of the National Broadway Bank and the Tradesman's Na-
tional Bank, both of New York City. These notes were shipped
to a buyer in Germany and in a short time many emigrants ar-
rived in this country carrying the same counterfeit notes.

The group then turned to producing a plate to make $5 bills
of the First National Bank of Hanover, Pa. There was a problem
with charter numbers which led to the notes early detection, so
the group decided to move on. They slowly realized that the Se-
cret Service was tailing all of the prominent counterfeiters and
picking them off one at a time. A lot of Ulrich's friends were be-
coming very nervous. Charlie had reason to worry also, be-
cause in 1878 Secret Service Chief James Brooks and H.R. Curtis
of New York caught Ulrich in the act of making a plate to coun-
terfeit a $100 U.S. Treasury Note and Charlie finally realized
that his career was at an end. He agreed to become a confiden-
tial informant for the Secret Service.

When Harry Cole showed up one day, he was arrested. To
provide the necessary cover for Charlie, they took him in also.
Both were indicted at Trenton, NJ on January 22, 1879. As cases
went to trial, Ulrich testified for the government against Cole,
Ott and some others. All went to prison, swearing that they
would take care of Charlie when they got out. The meaning of
their threats was not lost on Ulrich and he too began to get
nervous. He began to ask the agents what was to happen to
him. They told him to relax; he would be taken care of.

All of this talking on Charlie's part was very nice for the
government prosecutors but they knew that sooner or later
they would have to work out some kind of arrangement for
their informant. So it was that Charlie was taken before Judge
John T. Nixon one day. He read the riot act to Charlie and as we
would say today, "chewed him out" pretty well. He concluded
with the statement that if Charlie ever showed up in his court
again he would lock him up and throw away the key.

Charlie was naturally quite bewildered by all this and stood
quietly until the judge finished his lecture. From the sound of
things the sentence might be for 99 years. But the judge paused
for a moment, helped himself to a glass of water, and pro-
nounced sentence. Then he suspended the sentence and placed
Charlie on probation. "Schweinsgluck" indeed.

The stem jurist then asked Ulrich if he had anything to say
and good old Charlie was up to the task as usual. No one could
better describe what happened next than John S. Dye in his
account.

Ulrich expressed his thanks in a becoming manner, and
promised Judge Nixon that he would heed his honor's admonition
and hereafter, under all circumstances, turn whatever of ability he
might possess to the pursuits of honest industry. And the prisoner
was liberated upon his own recognizance during the term of his
good behavior.

As they say, there wasn't a dry eye in the house when Charlie
walked out a free man. But we must give Ulrich credit for being
intelligent enough to realize that his counterfeiting career was
really over now. He knew that his old friends would be out
looking for him, so it would be smart to stay close to the
nearest Secret Service agent. He gained the status of a protected
witness.

There were other factors working against his going astray
again. The technology of photo-engraving was being devel-
oped and in a few years the counterfeiters would begin using
the new method exclusively. The days of the hand-cut plate
were ending. And the Secret Service was slowly growing in
manpower and reputation so that every counterfeiter would be
tracked down. So Charlie did what any intelligent person
would have done and became a paid informant and consultant
to Secret Service officials who liked him and respected his
knowledge. In 1896 he was listed in official records as one of
the people responsible for the arrest of the notorious counter-
feiter William Brockway. The names are there—Chief William
Hazen, William J. Burns, Frank Esquirell and "operative"
Charles F. Ulrich. Being made an operative was high honor
indeed.

William J. Burns often took Charlie along on trips and served
as a sort of guardian for him. So Charlie's final years were prob-
ably his best. Burns said that he liked the man very much and
that he lived an honest life until he died in 1908. Charlie had
known them all, the good ones and the bad ones, and in the
end he had still lucked out. He could have been a great man
but there was just something in his makeup that led him to the
coney game. And there were many others just like him.
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AUTHOR'S CORRECTION
In my haste to write the article on p. 48 in the previous
issue of PAPER MONEY I made an incorrect abbrevia-
tion, even though Webster's Instant Word Guide was right
at my fingertips, i.e., N(ota) B(ene), latin for "note well"
or "take particular notice" It does not mean "notice to
bearer."

I appreciate the acuity of the members who recog-
nized my error as soon as I did—after it was in print.

Gene Hessler
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