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Tales of the Secret Service

BEN BOYD,
The Pampered Counterfeiter

by BRENT HUGHES

The first settlers in America were not all fine, upstanding
citizens, even though we like to think so. There were
potential counterfeiters among them who wasted no
time in setting up shop. They looked at the wampum
used by the local Indians and were impressed by the fact
that the dark purple pieces, made from clam shells, were
worth twice as much as the white pieces made from ma-
rine snails. The Indians soon noticed that many of their
white beads had been dyed to a rich purple. A little later
they discovered that one of the unscrupulous new-
comers had used porcelain and bone to create fake
wampum. The situation finally became so bad that in
1650 the New Amsterdam Council banned "the nefar-
ious practice" of counterfeiting wampum.

As coins came into the New World, they too were
counterfeited, and when the first paper money was
printed it was not long before excellent copies showed
up to throw the whole monetary system into chaos.

T HE years between the Revolutionary War and the Civil
War were a banker's nightmare. There was no United
States currency, so the void was filled with private is-

sues, which were always suspect. The era of the state banks
brought forth thousands of varieties of currency, most of which
were duplicated by skilled counterfeiters. Bankers and mer-
chants were forced to use books called "Counterfeit Detectors"
which contained descriptions of genuine notes along with
their counterfeit clones. One such book, published in 1839,
described 1,395 counterfeit notes, 254 banks which had been
victimized, 54 bankrupt banks, 43 banks whose notes were
worthless and 20 banks which never existed yet had counterfeit
currency in circulation.

In 1861 the United States government was forced to issue
currency to finance the Civil War. Popularly known as "green-
backs," these first issues were engraved and printed by private
bank note companies until what is now the Bureau of En-
graving and Printing was established. The counterfeiters
simply switched over to U.S. currency and created thousands of
excellent counterfeits. It was this activity which led Treasury
Secretary Hugh McCulloch to establish the United States Secret
Service on July 5, 1865.

Counterfeiting was a huge industry in those days, with
hundreds of people making a living from it. At the top of the
"profession" were the engravers, an elite group whose plates
were the absolutely essential element in the whole scheme. The
suppliers of plates, tools, ink and paper catered to their needs;
the printers treated them with respect and the distributors and
"shovers" did all they could to insure their safety, comfort and
privacy. Yet even among the engravers there were some who

were not very talented, whose notes were quickly detected and
who were eventually shunned by the rest of the gang.

One of the most talented and skilled engravers was Ben-
jamin Boyd, son of a reputable engraver in Cincinnati. Young
Ben was a natural who learned the art from his father before
honing his skills as an apprentice to James Edward Smith, an-
other legitimate engraver in that city. Unfortunately the young-
ster also met a not-so-reputable engraver named Nat Kinsey
who was known to engrave a few plates for banknotes for a few
favored customers. Ben was fascinated by this activity and at
the age of twenty, while still living at home, completed a plate
for making counterfeits of a note of the State Bank of Ohio. The
year was 1854 and the young man was quickly sought out by an
eager gang hoping to buy his excellent copies.

Young Boyd soon became acquainted with such criminals as
Peter McCartney, John Trout, Nelson Driggs, Dr. Milton Parker,
Mother Roberts and John Frisbie, all eager to teach the new-
comer the tricks of the counterfeiting trade. Boyd was soon a
pampered member of the elite group of expert engravers who
were sheltered and protected by the rest of the gang.

In 1859 police officers arrested Boyd and the court sent him
to the Iowa Penitentiary for two years. In 1865 he was arrested
again, this time with Peter McCartney, and both were sent to
prison. When Ben heard that his girl friend, Almiranda Acker-
man, Peter McCartney's sister-in-law, had also been arrested, he
decided to contact the Secret Service and propose a deal for her
release. The result was that Boyd surrendered a plate for
making counterfeits of one of the new $50 U.S. greenbacks and
the government arranged for the release of both Almiranda
and Boyd. This was customary in those days when seizure of
the plates was the government's priority.

A few days later the couple was married and moved to
Decatur, Illinois as Mr. and Mrs. Charles Mitchell. Later they
moved to Des Moines where they used the name Wilson. Still
later they bought a home at Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin where
they continued to use the name Wilson.

Boyd was a hard worker, producing plates to make counter-
feits of the $20 and $50 United States (legal tender) notes and
the $5 Traders National Bank of Chicago. This exquisite plate
was called the finest ever seen by the Secret Service. Boyd used
this plate extensively, changing the name to the First National
Bank of many Illinois cities, among them Canton, Aurora,
Peru, Paxton, Cecil and Galena. There was no First National
Bank in Cecil or Galena but Boyd's counterfeits circulated
anyway. It was a long time before the Secret Service located
these plates. On October 21, 1875 they were found in the pos-
session of Boyd's partner, Nelson Driggs.

The public had been victimizied by counterfeit notes many
times, so citizens as well as bankers were wary of paper money.
Boyd knew this and pulled off a highly imaginative stunt that
most people found hard to believe. He engraved a plate to
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make copies of the small 504 U.S. fractional currency note,
with a portrait of Abraham Lincoln, and flooded the country
with them. People expected counterfeit notes to be in the $20,
$50 and $100 denominations and never suspected the 504
notes.

The discovery of this counterfeit led the Chief of the Secret
Service, Elmer Washburn, to assign Operative Patrick D. Tyrrell
to track down Boyd and his gang. Tyrrell was something of a
legend in the Secret Service. Once assigned to a case he pursued
it with the tenacity of a bulldog. By June of 1875 Tyrrell had lo-
cated Nelson Driggs and learned that Boyd and his wife were
living in Fulton, Illinois, still using the name Wilson. Chief
Washburn, Assistant Chief James J. Brooks and Operative John
McDonald went to Lyons, Iowa on October 19, 1875 to meet
Tyrrell and make plans.

Washburn decided to go to Centralia, Illinois to arrest Driggs
while the others captured Boyd. At 9 a.m. on October 21 Tyrrell
went to the front door of the Boyd residence while Brooks and
McDonald followed a few yards behind. They were spotted by
a lookout who quickly drove up in a buggy and yelled loudly,
"Does B.T. Wilson live here?" This tipped off the residents of the
house that a raid was underway and Tyrrell realized it. He ran
to the back door, opened it and ran into Mrs. Boyd standing in
the kitchen. She promptly grabbed the agent by the neck and
tried to choke him.

Tyrrell, suddenly realizing that this woman was no lady,
seized and twisted her wrist. She was turned over to Brooks
who handcuffed her to the kitchen table. Tyrrell then ran up
the stairs and arrested Boyd who came along quietly. Engravers
were ever protective of their valuable hands and avoided vio-
lence at all costs.

With the two suspects under control, Tyrrell was now free to
begin one of the thorough searches for which he was famous.
Boyd had been at work that morning and on his work bench
Tyrrell found engraver's tools, a genuine $20 note of the Na-
tional Bank of Dayton, and a partly engraved plate of the same
bill. This was the kind of evidence that the government needed
to make their counterfeiting charges stand up in court.

In another room Tyrrell found a large wooden box con-
taining nothing but old clothes. The agent suspected there was
more to the box than met the eye, broke it apart and discovered
hollowed-out boards holding more plates. This was an old
ploy still used by smugglers today to conceal drugs and Tyrrell
knew all about it.

Downstairs Mrs. Boyd refused to talk until she had conferred
with her husband. Tyrrell gave her thirty minutes to change her
mind and left to send a telegram to Washburn. While he was
gone, Mrs. Boyd tried to bribe McDonald with a thousand
dollars in good money but the agent refused. When Tyrrell
returned McDonald told him of the bribe attempt. The two
agents smiled because they both knew that Mrs. Boyd was
trying to hide something that their search had missed. She was
urged to cooperate.

Finally Mrs. Boyd led them to her bedroom where she
pointed out a large chest near the window. It contained
blankets and sheets but Tyrrell was fascinated by the wooden
handle on the outside. He pried it off and broke it open. In the
hollowed-out interior he found $7,824.75 in good money.
Tyrrell sensed that the clever Mrs. Boyd was using this chest as
a decoy to lure him away from something else. He then found
a smaller box hidden under the corner of the carpet. He exam-
ined it, tapped with a screwdriver and found another hollow
board. Inside was a pair of plates, the face and back of the $100
United States (legal tender) "greenback"

Time meant nothing to Tyrrell once he had hit pay dirt, so he
began his search all over again. During the next six hours he
systematically took the house apart. Inside a bed rail he discov-
ered a package which contained six copper and four steel plates
for printing U.S. bonds, title lines for banknotes and two 50(
U.S. fractional currency notes, one with the portrait of Samuel
Dexter and the other with the portrait of Edwin Stanton. Boyd
had enjoyed success in passing off the 50C Lincoln note and
obviously planned to add two more 50¢ notes to his inventory.

When Tyrrell finished his search and brought down his col-
lection of plates, Ben Boyd realized that he was in deep trouble.
His confession statement listed fifteen other plates that he had
made and sold to various partners. For his own use he had en-
graved and printed six thousand copies of the $50 U.S. green-
back, Series of 1863, which represented $300,000 in the market
place.

With his confession signed and out of the way, Boyd now set
about to stay out of jail. First he tried to bribe the agents, then
suggested various deals. The agents would have no part of such
proposals and placed Mr. and Mrs. Boyd, alias Wilson, in the
Cook County Jail in Chicago to await trial.

The well publicized hearing got underway on January 19,
1876. There were certain spectators in the courtroom who
showed considerable interest in the case. They would suffer
great financial losses if Boyd went to prison. Even though Mrs.
Boyd shed tears freely, the crowd knew that the government's
case was airtight. Tyrrell's testimony laid it all out for the jury.

The next morning the judge directed the jury to find Almi-
randa not guilty on the grounds that it had been her duty as a
good wife to obey and protect her husband. A few hours later
the jury found Boyd guilty as charged and he was sentenced to
serve ten years in Joliet Prison. This unexpected development
caused great distress among Boyd's associates who now began
to work on a plan to get him out of jail.

The plan required a lot of imagination and was monstrous.
Boyd's gang would break into Abraham Lincoln's tomb, steal
his remains and hold them for ransom. They would demand
immunity for the robbers, a payment of $200,000 and a full
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pardon for Ben Boyd. To make sure they got national attention
they would pull off the heist on July 4,1876, a day of celebra-
tion all over the country. But in March of that year a police
informant tipped off authorities and the plan had to be aban-
doned for the time being.

In November of 1876 a counterfeiter named Jack Hughes got
together with Terrence Mullen, another criminal, and the two
revived the plan. A detective named L.C. Sweggles, one of
Tyrrell's informants, heard rumors of the scheme and was
urged to infiltrate the group. Late one night the three filed the
lock off the tomb and crept inside. Nearby, concealed in the
darkness, stood Chief Washburn, Tyrrell and several other
agents. Hughes and Mullen had already lifted the lid from the
sarcophagus and were about to open the coffin when one of
the local agents accidentally pulled the trigger of his revolver.
The noise was deafening inside the tomb and in the confusion
Hughes and Mullen ran out and escaped.

Tyrrell was outraged at the turn of events and asked Wash-
burn to assign him to catch the scoundrels. It took him two
weeks but on November 17,1876 Tyrrell cornered the two sus-
pects in a saloon at 294 West Madison Street in Chicago. They
were tried and convicted of attempted grave robbery and were
given the maximum sentence of one year in Joliet Prison.

Tyrrell, it turned out, had been chasing Hughes for twelve
years but had never been able to arrest him for counterfeiting.
He spent some time gathering his evidence and when Hughes
was released after serving his sentence, Tyrrell was waiting at
the front gate to arrest him again. Hughes was tried for counter-
feiting, convicted and sent back to his cell at Joliet for three
more years.

Boyd and most of his associates ended up in prison. It would
have been the end of the line anyway because technology had
gradually made hand-engraving obsolete. The "golden age of
counterfeiting in America" was ending. The Secret Service grew
into the highly successful organization we know today and it
finally broke the back of the counterfeiting menace which had
victimized generations of United States citizens.

Sources:
Dye, John S. (1880). The Government Blue Book, A Complete History of the

Lives of all the Great Counterfeiters, Criminal Engravers and Plate
Printers. Philadelphia.

Department of the Treasury, U.S. Secret Service. (1978). Excerpts from the
History of the United States Secret Service, 1865-1975. U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, Washington, D.C. Reprinted from the Service
Star, an internal publication for employees of the U.S. Secret
Service.

Columbus (Continued from page 165)

Columbus in Sight of Land (art by C. Fenton; eng. L. Delnoce),
$5, H274-286 & H343-H348.

Columbus in His Study (eng. H. Gugler), $1,000, H1379-H1391.
Landing of Columbus (art by J. Vanderlyn), $5, H274-H286.

Three different plates were used; they were individually en-
graved by James Bannister, Louis Delnoce and Walter
Shirlaw for the Continental Bank Note Co.

Uruguay
Columbus and Indian Maiden, 100 pesos, PS170 (ABNCo).
Columbus in Sight of Land (art by E. White; eng. C. Burt), 50

pesos, PS208 (ABNCo).
Uncertain Use
Landing of Columbus (art by J. Andrews; ABNCo).
Columbus Standing, Looking at Globe (art by E. White; eng. J. Ban-

nister).

Abbreviations:
ABNCo American Bank Note Co.
BW 	 Bradbury Wilkinson
CNBB
	

Compania Nacional de Billets de Banco (National
Bank Note Co.)

DW
	

Draper, Welsh & Co.
EAW 	 E.A. Wright
FBNCo Franklin Bank Note Co.
FNMT Fabrica Nacional de Moneda y Timbre

Hessler
P(S)
	

Pick
TC&C Toppan, Carpenter & Co.
TDLR Thomas De La Rue
W&S 	 Waterlow & Sons

Sources
Haxby, J.A. (1988). Standard catalog of United States obsolete bank notes

1782-1866. Vols. 104. Iola, WI: Krause Pub.
Hessler, G. (1992). The comprehensive catalog of U.S. paper money. Port

Clinton, OH: BNR Press.

Pick, A. (1990). Standard catalog of world paper money. Vols. 1 & 2. Iola,
WI: Krause Pub.

Ponce de Leon, N. (1893). The Columbus gallery. Published by the
author.
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