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Pete McCartney,
Counterfeiter

PART I

by THOMAS F. EAGAN

D URING the 1800s the newspapers chronicled the
exploits of the famous counterfeiters of the day,
some of whom were legends in their own time. In

the 1870s John Peter McCartney was known as the King of
Counterfeiters.' He was born in 1824 in Shelby County,
Illinois. When he was seven years old, his family moved to
Negoa, Illinois.' There he became acquainted with the John-
son family, all of whom were counterfeiters.

Pete learned his lessons well. He became a superb engrav-
er, a thorough printer and an expert in all aspects of the
counterfeiting business.' Pete personally engraved a $20 Unit-
ed States Treasury note, a $5 United States Treasury note and
two fifty-cent notes. He was said to be the only man who
could engrave a plate, make the paper and inks and print the
bills himself, and to be the man who demonstrated that fiber
paper was valueless as a safeguard against counterfeits.' A
Secret Service agent once described Pete's counterfeit of the
$5 silver certificate as being "to all appearances just a little bit
better in design and workmanship than the genuine govern-
ment bill."' He was thought to have been responsible for tens
of millions of dollars in counterfeit money and became quite
well off, owning five farms and considerable other property.'
It was claimed that during the period from 1866 to 1876, he
paid $236,000 to various officers of the law in order to gain
his freedom.'

Pete's wife, Martha, was the stepdaughter of John Trout, a
notorious counterfeiter, and was herself working with coun-
terfeit plates at the age of thirteen when McCartney first met
her.' Her sister was the wife of Ben Boyd, an engraver of such
skill that several counterfeiters hatched a scheme to steal
Abraham Lincoln's body and hold it as ransom for Boyd's
release from prison.'

Pete McCartney first leaped to public notoriety in the year
1864. At that time he was part of an extensive combination
of counterfeiters, known as the Sleight and Frisby gang, oper-
ating throughout the West with headquarters at Cincinnati,
Indianapolis and St. Louis. It was believed that they had
millions of dollars of counterfeits in circulation, much of
which had found its way into the hands of soldiers. '" The
events which resulted in the breakup of this gang led to the
establishment of the United States Secret Service.

Early in 1864 an old counterfeiter was caught by Captain
Whitney Frank, a Provost Marshal's detective, in the act of
shoving some of the queer in Memphis. In exchange for his
freedom, the old man agreed to turn up some of the chief
counterfeiters in St. Louis. In April, Captain Frank and several
others proceeded to St. Louis where they employed a gentle-
man, said to be engaged in the practice of law at Cincinnati,
to assist them. This man negotiated the purchase of $25,000
in counterfeit $100 greenbacks at twenty cents on the dollar
from three suspects, John Brown, James Vesay and Charles

Hathaway. A short while later, he made them an offer for the
plates. They agreed to sell him the plates for $35,000, provid-
ed that he would also purchase $100,000 of their notes at
twenty cents on the dollar. As soon as the exchange was
made the detectives sprang their trap, and captured four plates
and $175,000 in counterfeit greenbacks."

The three counterfeiters were sent to the Old Capital Pris-
on in Washington, D.C. where Captain William P. Wood was
Superintendent. To save themselves, Brown and Vesay told
everything they knew. Based on this information, Wood re-
quested authority from the Assistant Secretary of War to work
up the case.' From then on the dominoes began to fall.

Brown and Vesay turned up Louis Sleight of St. Louis who,
in turn, agreed to turn up a $20 legal tender plate made by
the Johnson family at Indianapolis and to trap Pete McCart-
ney. Sleight bought several thousand dollars of the counter-
feit $20s from Pete."

When the groundwork was laid, Col. Lafayette C. Baker,
Provost Marshal of the War Department and self-styled Chief
of the National Detective Police, arrived to take command
of, and the credit for, the operation. At St. Louis, the plates
for nine different counterfeit bills, nine presses, one of which
weighed 3,600 pounds, and dies for making twenty-five cent
pieces and $5 and $20 gold pieces were captured."

Lafayette C. Baker, Chief National Detective Police
(Baker, History of the United States Secret Service, Phila. 1867)
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Next the detectives went to Indianapolis where Pete Mc-
Cartney had already been arrested by the local police the day
before. Col. Baker, Captain Wood and their men went to the
house of the Johnson family early the next morning, while
the counterfeiters were still in bed, and captured the plates
for counterfeit $20 greenbacks and fifty-cent postage curren-
cy, together with the press to print them. Pete McCartney and
two of the Johnson boys were placed in irons and sent to
Washington under military guard.''

The detectives then went to Cincinnati and proceeded up
the Licking River to Covington, Kentucky where they arrested
eight more counterfeiters and captured the plates for fifty-
cent fractional currency, from which upwards of $200,000 in
postage notes had been stricken off, the partially finished
plates for the $50 United States Treasury note, a large tea
chest filled with postage currency and the press on which it
had been printed. All together the counterfeiting materials
seized by Baker and Wood filled 14 large cases.'' This was
said to have been the most important arrest of counterfeiters
and capture of counterfeiting implements that had ever taken
place in the United States or any other country.''

Pete McCartney, however, had no intention of languishing
in prison. Instead, he made the first of many escapes that
would distinguish his career as the King of Counterfeiters.
While his guards dozed, Pete slipped the irons from his
hands and feet and jumped from the window of the train
while it was traveling through a rocky, mountainous region
near Horseshoe Bend on the Pennsylvania Central Railroad
between Altoona and Harrisburg. It was thought that he had
been killed, but Pete, too bruised to travel, hid in the area for
several days. Six weeks later, he was working a printing press
in Southwest Missouri."

Pete McCartney circa 1872
(Burnham, Memoirs of the United States Secret Service, Boston 1872)

Apparently as a result of his success in breaking up the
Sleight and Frisby gang, William P. Wood and his prisoners
were placed under the direction of the Solicitor of the Trea-
sury on September 12, 1864, at the request of the Secretary of
the Treasury and with the consent of the Secretary of War."
Thereafter, Wood referred to himself as an acting agent of the
United States Treasury Department. 2° For the next ten months,
Wood arrested counterfeiters and compiled dossiers on over
220 individuals.'

On July 1, 1865 Wood resigned as the Superintendent of
the Old Capital Prison and was appointed the Chief of the
newly formed United States Secret Service. 22 Bill Wood and

Pete McCartney were destined to meet again.
For the next twelve years, Pete was continually escaping

from the authorities—sometimes because of their dishonesty,
sometimes because of their carelessness. Pete was next arrest-
ed at East St. Louis, Illinois in January 1866, under the alias
Joe Woods.

He was spotted at the bridge on Cahokis Creek talking to
some men and was followed to near the rolling mill where
he was seen delivering money to them. He was arrested as he
attempted to board the train on the Ohio and Mississippi
Railroad. The officer claimed to have seen him throw away
about $10,000 in counterfeit $50 Treasury notes, and $5,000
in good money was found on his person. Pete offered the
arresting officer any amount of money that he might ask for
to let him go, but the officer refused.

The next day, when the officer went across the river to St.
Louis to inform the United States authorities of McCartney's
arrest, Pete was released from jail and disappeared. It was
charged that when the Mayor of East St. Louis had gotten
Pete's good money in his possession, he went Pete's bail
without letting anyone know." The Mayor claimed that he
signed the bail bond because McCartney's attorney had de-
posited the amount set by the Judge. He denied that Pete had
any more than $100 in counterfeit on him and claimed that
the $10,000 could have belonged to the other two men who
were with Pete when he was arrested. In any event, Pete
remained a free man, but not for long. 21

Seven months later, Pete McCartney and his brother Levi
were arrested at Mattoon, Illinois by Deputy U.S. Marshal
John F. Rittenhouse. They were found in possession of
$50,000 in counterfeit $10, $20, $50 and $100 United States
Treasury notes, a lot of counterfeit postage currency, the
plates for the notes and $2,500 in good money. A large
boxed-up press, dies and tools for manufacturing counterfeit
money were found in a warehouse in Mattoon. Pete and his
brother were taken to Springfield, Illinois and lodged in jail."

The circumstances leading to their arrest were not disclosed,
but in July 1866 Ben Boyd was arrested, together with old
John Trout, in Decatur, Illinois by an operative of the Secret
Service, on a charge of furnishing $1,000 in counterfeit $50
Treasury notes to a man by the name of John Harmon for
delivery to a party in Ft. Wayne, Indiana. Harmon was arrest-
ed and implicated Boyd and Trout." Shortly thereafter, the
Secret Service operative received a letter from Boyd informing
him that McCartney's presses were in storage at Mattoon.
Pete was arrested before the operative could get there. Boyd
was released and a few hours later so was Pete's brother-in-
law." William P. Wood, Chief of the Secret Service, visited
McCartney in jail and learned where certain lead impressions
for printing counterfeit notes were located. He went to Deca-
tur with McCartney's wife and several of Pete's friends. From
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lames Rittenhouse
(Grannon Detective Bureau, Grannon's Pocket Gallery of Noted

Criminals of the Present Day, Cincinnati, 1890)

there, he took Ben Boyd to Champaign, Illinois where they
got the plates." While in Springfield, Wood stayed at the
same hotel with Mrs. Trout, Mrs. McCartney and Ben Boyd. 3°

Pete later complained that he had gathered together the
counterfeiting materials at the request of William P. Wood
and Operative Sam Felker of Chicago, who had promised to
square him with the government if he turned the materials
over to them. He claimed that his arrest was an act of bad
faith."

In any event, between two and three o'clock on the morn-
ing of October 17, 1866, Pete and his brother Levi escaped
from the jail at Springfield. No locks, bolts or bars were
broken, but five doors were found unlocked. A pewter key
was found near their cells, but it did not fit any of the locks.
Sheriff William P. Grafton and his family lived in the lower
part of the jail and should have heard any noise made by the
prisoners. It was thought that someone was bribed to aid the
escape since, about a week before, Pete's good money had
been turned over to his wife who disappeared at the time of
the escape. Suspicion fell on the Sheriff and he spent a good
deal of money and effort in trying to recapture the prison-
ers."

A couple of months later, Levi McCartney was recaptured
and returned to Springfield where he was tried and sentenced
to the penitentiary. Levi accused the Sheriff of aiding the
escape. The Sheriff was tried and acquitted." Later, Pete de-
nied that Sheriff Grafton had anything to do with the escape.
He did admit, however, that he had bought his way out and
that he had been furnished keys which he adjusted to the
locks. He never said who did it, but he did intimate that it
was one of Bill Wood's men from Chicago."

After his escape, McCartney went to Missouri and practiced
dentistry for awhile. Later, he bought a photograph gallery at
Rolla, Missouri and then opened a livery stable there. One
day the porter from the hotel brought a stranger to Pete's
stable to rent a team. Pete immediately recognized him as a
man from Springfield who knew him. Pete told the man that
he would bring the team to the hotel in a few minutes, went
back into the barn, out the back door and left town. He then
traveled around lecturing on the art of detecting counterfeit
money."

Although Pete denied it, it was said that he carried plenty
of counterfeits on his travels to make change for good money
and to pass along the way. It was even said that he traveled
about distributing religious tracts while disguised as "Brother
Billings," leaving plenty of counterfeits behind."

Pete maintained that he was trying to get out of the coun-
terfeit business. He claimed that in 1868 he had turned some
plates and other counterfeiting materials over to Sam Felker
of Chicago to have the case against him at Springfield dropped,
but nothing was done."

Pete McCartney remained a fugitive for four years. It was
said that the government spent over $30,000 during that
time in trying to recapture him. At the end of October 1870,
Pete and his wife, using the alias Carter, moved to Portland,
Kentucky and rented a house there, together with William
Alexander, alias Lyons. Finding a secluded place, they offered
the owner a $50 bonus to let them take possession. Since the
house was not very desirable, the man was suspicious. A few
days later, he informed the police at Louisville. The Chief,
thinking that they were burglars, detailed Detectives Bly and
Gallagher to work up the case. The detectives watched Pete
and his friend for about a week.

On November 4, when they were ready, the detectives
raided the house and captured Pete's wife and Bill Alexander.
Pete was in St. Louis at the time visiting Frederick Biebush, a
notorious counterfeiter living there. The officers seized a full
set of engraver's tools, together with a printing press, a rolling
machine, a plate for making fifty-cent fractional currency and
a full stock of plates and inks for manufacturing greenbacks. 38
It was believed that McCartney and Alexander were part of a
gang of 25 or 30 counterfeiters operating in New York, Phil-
adelphia, St. Louis, Chicago and other leading cities."

On November 11 John Eagan, the Secret Service operative
at St. Louis, received a letter from Detective Bly concerning
the arrest. On arriving in Louisville the next day, Eagan found
that Mrs. McCartney had been discharged by the United States
Commissioner, but that she had remained in the city trying
to secure the release of Bill Alexander. Eagan interviewed
Mrs. McCartney and demanded from her the plates for a $50
bond, $5 and $20 United States Treasury notes and fifty-cent
fractional currency. She told Eagan that they had given the
plates for the $50 bond and part of the $20 plates to Sam
Felker in February 1869 to fix up her husband's case in
Springfield. She agreed to try to get the rest of the plates and
surrender them to Eagan for her release. Eagan took Mrs.
McCartney and her two children to St. Louis where they
stayed at his home. 4 °

A day or two later, Detective Eagan went to Decatur, Illi-
nois where he was taken about a mile out of town by Mc-
Cartney's mother and one of McCartney's friends to meet
with Pete. Eagan was unarmed, but Pete kept a revolver in his
hand the whole time. Pete agreed to send Eagan three coun-
terfeiting implements by express within the next four or five
days for the release of his wife. He asked for protection for
himself, but Eagan told him that he could not promise any-
thing without first consulting the Chief of the Secret Service,
Hiram C. Whitley. Pete had wanted a written guarantee
against arrest while trying to turn up these implements."

On November 19, Pete McCartney and Charles Johnson
were arrested in Cincinnati. Officer Haehl had known John-
son in Indianapolis as a counterfeiter, a horse thief and a
general bad character. He recognized Johnson on the street
and watched as he and McCartney went into a saloon and
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came out a short time later with their pockets stuffed. He
followed them to the Indianapolis and Cincinnati Railroad
depot, and, when they boarded the train for Indianapolis, he
and another officer went aboard and arrested them. They
found two counterfeit $20 plates, some counterfeit money
and a revolver on Johnson. McCartney had about $3,500 in
good money, but no counterfeits.'

Pete said "Gentlemen, you have spoiled a good thing; I am
working for the government. I work under Detective Eagan,
and I will give any one of you a ten dollar bill who will go
and telegraph to Eagan at St. Louis. I must get away soon, for
I have important business in St. Louis." McCartney said that
Johnson was innocent and did not know what he was carry-
ing. McCartney and Johnson were locked up in the Third
Street Station House. They were moved to the rear cells near
the stove after Johnson complained of being cold. The officer
in charge ordered that the door between the cell room and
the office be kept closed and that no one be permitted to
enter. During the night, Pete asked several times whether a
telegram had been sent to Eagan, saying that, if it had, he
would soon be released."

Eagen received a telegram from Cincinnati and answered
to hold McCartney at all hazards until he should arrive. The
next morning, Pete was gone. He had been locked up in one
of the old cells. It was later discovered that the lock was in
need of repair. The tumblers were so worn that the bolt could
easily be slipped back with any sharp instrument. It also
seemed that about $2,000 of Pete's good money was miss-
ing. 44

Johnson claimed to know little about the whole affair and
said that McCartney was acting as a sort of detective, having
been promised immunity from past offenses if he would turn
up certain evidence which was needed. He claimed that, at
the time of their arrest, they were on their way to St. Louis to
deliver the seized articles to United States Detective John
Eagan. He claimed not to know what he was carrying.' At his
trial, Johnson called Eagan as a witness, but Eagan testified

that he gave no guarantees to McCartney and that when he
first saw Johnson in jail, Johnson did not ask for protection
and made no claim to have been acting in his service. It was
later that Johnson claimed to be taking the plates to him. The
jury returned a verdict of guilty in ten minutes."

While John Eagan was having his late night meeting with
Pete McCartney, Tom Lonergan, the Secret Service operative
at Chicago, was making arrangements at Decatur to have
McCartney arrested if he should reappear there. At his re-
quest, an operative of Pinkerton's National Detective Agency
was detailed to assist. On Thanksgiving day, the City Marshal
of Decatur heard that Pete was in town and arrested him at
his mother-in-law's house. The next day, one of the arresting
officers visited Eagan and Lonergan in St. Louis and said that,
if properly rewarded, he could get Pete McCartney. When
Eagan and Lonergan agreed to pay a reward of $500, he told
him that he had McCartney in custody at Venice, Illinois, a
small village about five miles up the river from St. Louis."

Upon hearing this, Eagan, Lonergan and William Apple-
gate, another operative, crossed the river, went to Venice and
found Pete in a hotel there. McCartney proposed that if they
would let him go, he would give them full sets of plates for
the manufacture of every denomination of money from $50
down to fifty-cents, which he said were worth at least $50,000,
and $60,000 in counterfeits ready for distribution, which he
claimed were worth at least 50 cents on the dollar. When the
detectives refused, he offered them $85,000 for his freedom.
McCartney was handcuffed to one of the officers, placed in a
carriage and taken to St. Louis where he was kept at the Olive
Street Hotel. Two of the detectives sat up all night with him.
The next morning, Pete was ironed and taken to Springfield."

Shortly after Pete was jailed in Springfield, his brother Levi
came to visit him on his way home from Joliet Prison. Levi
was so changed that those who knew him could hardly recog-
nize him." This insight into prison life did not escape Pete.

On December 9, Hiram C. Whitley, Chief of the Secret
Service, arrived in Springfield and visited McCartney in jail.
Pete agreed to take him to Decatur to recover counterfeit
money and plates. McCartney, his wife and two children,
accompanied by the Chief and Operative Lonergan, went to
Decatur and dug up two cans containing the $60,000 in
counterfeit money that Pete had offered to Operatives Eagan
and Lonergan and four German silver plates for making $5
counterfeit Treasury notes.

Pete then led Operative Applegate to a house about four
miles from St. Louis where they recovered a quantity of dies
for the manufacture of gold and silver coins. Later, Pete turned
over a full set of engraver's tools, an additional $500 in
counterfeit money and a lot of gold coins to Applegate. In
recognition of his co-operation, and his promise to secure
more counterfeit money, Pete was admitted to bail."

Pete remarked that even though he had offered to turn up
all the plates, presses and counterfeit money that he could
get his hands on, Chief Whitley would not promise to do
anything for him in return. Pete said that he wanted to quit
the business and that he was tired of being hunted, but the
Chief would only say that the Government would consider it
as proof of his repentance and that it would do him some
good. Pete complained that Bill Wood was easy to make
terms with, but that he did not keep his promises. Wood
took what McCartney offered, let him go and then had him
arrested. Whitley would not do that.5'
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Two months later, Pete returned to Louisville to visit Bill
Alexander who was still in jail there and to make arrange-
ments for bailing him out. As soon as Pete entered the jail
door, one of the Deputy Marshals tapped him on the shoul-
der and said "I've got a warrant for your arrest, Mr. McCart-
ney." Pete denied that he was McCartney, saying that his
name was Carter; but he was locked up anyway. He was quite
indignant about the whole affair and felt that he had been
wronged.

Pete McCartney was not ready to be caged yet. As soon as
he could obtain bail, he disappeared, forfeited his bond and
took refuge in the Indian Territory where he was sheltered by
a gang of desperadoes who aided him in shoving a large
amount of counterfeit $5 bills on the Traders' National Bank
of Chicago throughout the Territory.' Nothing is known of
Pete's life until almost four years later when he was propelled
into his most daring series of escapes from the law.

On October 2, 1874 Elmer Washburn, the Superintendent
of Police at Chicago and former Warden of Joliet Prison, was
appointed Chief of the Secret Service to replace Hiram C.
Whitley who had resigned under a cloud because of his al-
leged involvement in a burglary involving the District of
Columbia Board of Public Works. 54 When Washburn arrived
in Washington, he found a letter enclosing counterfeit $5,
$20 and $50 bills on the Traders' National Bank of Chicago
addressed to the Secretary of the Treasury from a man by the
name of George Albert Mason. The letter stated that he knew
the parties who were dealing in counterfeiting and that he
was ready to give them away. Mason mentioned the names
of several of the counterfeiters, one of which was Judd. Nei-
ther Mason nor Washburn knew that Judd was actually Pete
McCartney.'

Mason and Washburn met in Philadelphia where Mason
said that he could turn up a parcel of counterfeit money
which belonged to two men, Richards and Hart, then under
arrest in that city. Mason turned over $20,000 in counterfeit
money to Washburn and was paid $500. Mason had lured
Richards and Hart to Philadelphia and was instrumental in
their arrest. He then got all of their good money and recov-
ered the counterfeit notes. On his advice, Richards and Hart
pleaded guilty and were each sentenced to three years in
prison.'`

Apparently, Mason was ready to sell out some bigger fish.
He had obtained a letter of introduction from Richards to an
individual in St. Louis by the name of Christie. Armed with
this, he volunteered to go west to track down the counterfeit-
ers there. He went to Chicago and from there to Galesburg,
Illinois where he claimed to have met with a gang of 20 to 30
counterfeiters, including Judd, who had come there to buy
and sell counterfeit money. Pete McCartney owned a farm
near Galesburg. It was probably there that they met.

Mason led the counterfeiters to believe that he still had the
$20,000 in counterfeit money which he had sold to Wash-
burn. He claimed that the gang had with them $500,000 in
counterfeit $5 bills on the Traders' National Bank of Chicago
and almost another $500,000 in counterfeit $20 and $50
United States Treasury notes. James Rittenhouse, a member
of the gang and a former member of the Reno gang of Indi-
ana train robbers and burglars, promised to bring the boys to
Chicago by December 1, and Mason promised to turn over
his bag of counterfeit money at the same time.'

(To be continued)
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55 New York World, March 26, 1875, New York Herald, March 26,
1875 and New York Times, March 26, 1875.

Mason was a genuine rogue. He was a Confederate spy during
the Civil War and one of the men who forced their way into
Secretary of State Seward's house on the night that President
Lincoln was assassinated and tried to murder the Secretary. He
was tried and sentenced to life in prison. His sentence was com-
muted to deportation by President Johnson. In 1865 he went to
Canada where he was arrested fifty-two times and convicted for-
ty-eight times, over a period of about eight years, for assault,
drunk and disorderly, carrying dangerous weapons, assault with
a pistol, assault with a knife, contempt of court, trespass, theft,
burglary, perjury, libel and more. New York Times, March 20 and
May 9, 1875, New York Herald, March 20, 1875 and Drummond,
Andrew L., True Detective Stories, New York, 1908, pp. 174-176.
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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.'
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Excerpts front the History of the United States Secret Service, 1865-1975.
(1978). U.S. Treasury Department, Washington, DC.
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