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Paper Money Whole No. 163

Tales of the Secret Service

JACOB OTT,
Champion Printer of Counterfeit Currency

by BRENT HUGHES

J ACOB Ott was a rather tragic figure in the fraternity of
counterfeiters. His misfortunes centered around two per-
sonality flaws. He refused to heed the good advice of his

wife and he talked too freely over "a social glass of spirits" The
combination led to his undoing.

John S. Dye, Ott's biographer, made much of the fact that Ott
was able to print $500,000 worth of counterfeit money in just
thirteen months. Even more impressive was the fact that Ott
was a lithographer and not a plate printer, which he had to be-
come to produce that currency.

Ott is credited with printing all of the counterfeit $50 notes
of the Central National Bank of New York, the Third National
Bank of Buffalo, the National Broadway Bank of New York and
the Tradesman's National Bank of New York. He also printed
all of the counterfeit $5 bills of the First National Banks of
Hanover and Tamaqua, Pennsylvania. His career was inter-
twined with those of Charles Ulrich, an engraver known as
"boss cutter" to his associates, and Henry C. Cole, money man
and distributor of millions of counterfeit notes.

Mrs. Ott was completely opposed to her husband's associa-
tion with these two counterfeiters and said so repeatedly. She
even threatened to turn the three men over to the police. They
finally got so tired of listening to her that they concocted a plan
to get rid of her. There was some property back in her native
Germany that needed to be managed, they told her, and if she
would go there and take care of that problem, they would wind
up their activities in the United States and join her later. She
agreed and thereby remained free when the men went to
prison.

In 1869 the U.S. Secret Service had thrown out its first chief,
the notorious William P. Wood. His successor, Herman P.
Whitley, had begun many reforms before he left the agency in
1874. Elmer Washburn served for only a short time but did a lot
to improve the Service's image. He was succeeded by the vet-
eran James J. Brooks, who was a most effective leader. For the
year ending June 30, 1877, Chief Brooks reported that his
thirty-four agents had arrested four hundred and thirty-seven
counterfeiters during a year when the agency's total budget was
only $92,341. Brooks was in office when Jacob Ott came on the
scene.

Ott was born in Frankfurt am Main, Germany and had
worked as a lithographer. He and his wife came to the United
States during the great wave of emigration that brought thou-
sands of Germans to this country.

In July of 1876 the couple was in Cincinnati and Jacob
needed a job. He saw an ad in the local paper in which a com-
pany in Columbus, Ohio was seeking a lithographer. Jacob an-
swered the ad and was soon visited by a representative of the
company. His name was Charles F. Ulrich, a professional en-
graver. He did not tell Ott that he had just been pardoned out

of the Ohio State Prison at Columbus by a grateful warden and
governor for whom Ulrich had done some splendid engraving.
In fact, the warden, a Colonel Inness, actually set up an en-
graving business for Ulrich, hoping to obtain a lot of printing
contracts from the state of Ohio via his friend the governor.

Ott, it seemed, was exactly the man Ulrich was looking for.
He hired him and the Otts moved to Columbus for what they
believed was a legitimate job. Three months later, in October
1876, Ulrich delivered the bad news. The business had failed
because the state contracts had not materialized. This may or
may not have been the truth because there is evidence that Ul-
rich had been contacted by the sinister Henry Cole and urged
to join him in Philadelphia where they would both get rich
making counterfeit money.

In December 1876 Ulrich and Cole were living in a house at
Sixth and Cumberland Streets in Philadelphia and Mr. and
Mrs. Ott were living in a rented house at Oak Lane, about six
miles outside the city. Ulrich was hard at work on plates for the
$50 notes of the various National Banks of New York. All were
precisely alike, being transferred from a master die. The names
of the banks were left off and the printed notes had a blank
space where the names of different banks of similar length
could be inserted through the use of "skeleton plates" The
counterfeiters watched the papers and as soon as one note was
detected, they switched bank names and kept printing.

When the plates were about finished, Ulrich decided that the
Otts' home offered a safer base of operation and moved in as a
boarder. Cole came and went, delivering supplies. A press was
set up in an attic room and production got underway on May
1, 1877. Cole delivered the first notes to his "shovers" on May 7,
8 and 9. The first bill was passed into circulation at Baltimore
on May 10 and cleared the bank. On May 11 the first note was
passed in New York City but was immediately detected. The
next day the newspapers warned their readers to watch for
dangerous counterfeits of the $50 note of the Central National
Bank of New York. Nevertheless, the quality of the note was
such that the gang passed $40,000 worth during the first
ten days.

Ott had already changed the skeleton plate to print the same
counterfeit with the name of the Third National Bank of
Buffalo, the words 'Third" and "Buffalo" taking up the same
space as "First" and "New York" Even though the Secret Service
was keeping an eye on Cole and Ulrich, Ott continued to work
twelve hours a day. Mrs. Ott was outraged at this activity;
someday, she predicted, all three of the men would go to
prison. By the time this second note was detected, Ott had
printed 2,000 pieces.

John S. Dye, in discussing these counterfeits, mentioned that
while Henry Cole was one of the "smartest" criminals around,
he seemed to have had a blind spot when it came to under-
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standing charter numbers. Each bank in the country had a
unique charter number that was printed on its banknotes. As
an example, Dye mentioned the First National Bank of
Tamaqua, with charter number 1219 appearing on each of its
genuine notes. For some reason Cole did not grasp the concept
and used numbers above and below "1219" on the counterfeits,
apparently confusing charter numbers with serial numbers.
Bank tellers and Secret Service agents all over the country used
this error to quickly label the counterfeits for what they were.
The public was taken in, for the most part, and the notes circu-
lated until they were deposited at a bank.

While at Oak Lane, Ott
printed 8,000 of the Tamaqua
$5 notes. Dye's Government
Counterfeit Detector for October
1877 listed it and declared it to
be a "very dangerous" counter-
feit. Newspapers also carried a
description.

Something must have hap-
pened at Oak Lane to alarm the
residents because they suddenly
moved everything to Darby, a
village ten miles from Philadel-
phia. Ott was soon back in oper-
ation and printed 2,000 pieces
of the $50 note of the National
Broadway Bank of New York
and of the Tradesman's Na-
tional Bank of New York. Ulrich
meanwhile created a skeleton
plate on the First National Bank
of Hanover, Pennsylvania and
Ott printed 20,000 counterfeits
of that bank's $5 bill.

Cole was a clever distributor.
He sent great quantities of Ott's
products to Germany using two couriers with passports in the
names of J.E. Conkling and John Baker. Most of the counter-
feits had been passed into circulation before German authori-
ties arrested the two couriers.

In April 1878 Cole, Ulrich and Ott were getting increasingly
nervous and decided to close their printing plant. Presumably
Mrs. Ott had already left for Germany and Jacob suddenly
found himself unemployed and doing his own cooking. He
had saved some money, however, and used it to buy a saloon
in New York City. It soon went bankrupt under conditions that
make one suspect that Jacob was consuming too much of his
inventory of "spirits"

Somehow Ott got a job in a legitimate printing firm and was
doing well during the day, even though he continued to drink
heavily in the evenings. Dye described this problem in his own
words as "Ott is a person of social and convivial habits, some-
what garrulous when under the influence of his potations!'
Today we would say that good old Jacob loved his liquor.

Chief Brooks at Secret Service headquarters was making life
miserable for the counterfeiters. Even though Cole and Ulrich
were being watched constantly they managed to make plans
for a new venture. They learned that the Bureau of Engraving
and Printing was about to introduce intricate scroll work on
U.S. currency through the use of a geometric lathe. It was be-
lieved that this kind of engraving would be impossible to imi-
tate. Ulrich knew better and promptly designed a machine to

duplicate the scroll work. Cole was delighted, of course, and
the two decided to counterfeit the new $100 U.S. Treasury note.
They would print and pass a million dollars worth in Europe
and the United States and do it quickly before anyone caught
on. They had only one problem—they needed a printer, which
meant that they had to locate Ott. Ulrich contacted some of his
many friends and soon had Ott's address in New York.

When Ulrich left Philadelphia on the train, a Secret Service
agent was sitting behind him. He stayed with Ulrich until he
found Ott, then called in another agent to watch Ott. Back in
Philadelphia Chief Brooks put a twenty-four hour surveillance

on the elusive Henry Cole. It
was time to concentrate on the
trio.

Brooks brought in agent M.G.
Bowers from Tennessee to tail
Ott to one of his favorite sa-
loons. On the evening of
November 13, 1878 Jacob Ott
was enjoying a drink in a bar at
9 Spring Street. Drinking alone
was not much fun, so he was
pleased when a stranger began a
conversation. He liked M.G.
Bowers instantly and, as the eve-
ning wore on, the two became
good friends. They agreed to
meet for drinks the next
evening.

On November 16, Bowers
told Ott that he had just been
paid and proudly displayed a
$100 and $50 bill from his pay
envelope. Ott laughed and told
Bowers that he could make
notes just as good. Bowers
chuckled and said, "If you can

make them, we can make a good deal of money together!' Ott
replied, "I've made thousands of them!' Bowers was all ears.

After agreeing to go in business together, the two men went
to Philadelphia where Ott was to see Henry Cole, who had the
plates they needed. Cole was suspicious of the whole setup and
gave Ott a good tongue-lashing. When Ott saw Bowers again he
refused to even discuss the matter.

On January 20, 1879 Officer David H. Gilkinson quietly
arrested Jacob Ott at his place of work and escorted him to
his room where the officer found evidence of counterfeiting
activity.

Ott found himself facing his old friend Ulrich, who had
agreed to testify against him in court. Ott was extradited to
Pennsylvania, where Ulrich testified. Ott never had a chance.
The Secret Service had done its work well and the evidence was
overwhelming. Ott was found guilty, and on March 11, 1879
was sentenced to ten years in prison. Over in Germany Mrs. Ott
could almost be heard saying, "I told you so:'

Chief James J. Brooks headed the Secret Service until 1888.
He had served under five presidents and nine Secretaries of the
Treasury. So popular was he that when he submitted his resig-
nation in 1885 no one would accept it. Even in 1888 his appli-
cation for retirement was accepted only if he agreed to stay on
as a consultant with the title "Operative Special Agent!' Brooks
did so and served with distinction until 1893.

(Continued on page 28)
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JACOB OTT (Continued from page 13)

Chief lames J. Brooks headed the Secret Service until 1888.
He had served under five presidents and nine Secretaries of
the Treasury. So popular was he that when he submitted his
resignation in 1885 no one would accept it. Even in 1888 his
application for retirement was accepted only if he agreed to
stay on as a consultant with the title "Operative Special Agent."
Brooks did so and served with distinction until 1893.

His successor as Chief, John S. Bell, was not so lucky.
Counterfeiting had not been completely stamped out and
Bell asked for more money to meet the challenge. When
funds were denied he became insistent that the Secretary of
the Treasury do something. The Secretary finally got tired of
Bell's demands and fired him. Brooks was asked to come
back but he refused. The office of Chief of the Secret Service
was not filled until seven months later.

John S. Dye wrote his biography of Jacob Ott in 1879, the
same year Ott went to prison. He ended his story with this
paragraph written in the flowery style of that era:

"Thus, in still another case, the law triumphed through the
faithfulness of its officers, and still again another fearful warn-
ing is given against the perversion of skill and industry to the
service of crime. The offense of Jacob Ott has been great and
punishment severe, but just; yet for him there is hope. May
his first term in the prison of the State be his last punish-
ment, and his skill, honestly used in free labor, yet benefit to
some extent the country he has so greatly injured -whose
hospitality he has so outrageously and criminally imposed
upon.'

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.

Excerpts front the History of the United States Secret Service, 1865-1975.
(1978). U.S. Treasury Department, Washington, DC.


	Partial - Jacob Ott: Champion Printer of Countefeit Currency

