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"A funny thing happened yesterday. A nice looking fellow came in and washed his hands and went away
leaving his overcoat."

The Story of "Cranky Tom" Hale,
And How He Was Captured by John Murray

Submitted

by BOB COCHRAN

Torn Hale was a well-known counterfeiter in the nineteenth
century. At the time these events took place, John Wilson
Murray was employed as a detective with the Erie, Pennsylvania
Police Department. The story of Tom Hale is quoted from
Memoirs of the United States Secret Service, by Captain George P.
Burnham. The capture of Tom Hale by John Murray comes
from Memoirs of a Great Detective. Incidents in the Life of John
Wilson Murray.

The accounts of Hale's arrest differ significantly in the two
sources. Both accounts place his arrest at about the same time,
early in 1870. Burnham places Hale in Ohio at the time of his
arrest, and implies that he was taken into custody by U.S. Secret
Service agents. As the title of this article states, Murray recounts
his personal experience in placing Hale under arrest in Erie,
Pennsylvania. Burnham states that the counterfeit currency in
question was 50-cent U.S. fractional currency notes; Murray
lists other notes found in Hale's possession.

"Cranky Tom" Hale

T OM Hale was born in 1836, in Saratoga County, NY. His
parents died when he was thirteen, and Tom was taken
in by a kindly aunt. His aunt owned a large and valu-

able farm in Saratoga County, and she personally saw to the
farm's day-to-day activities. Tom was brought up in relative
comfort, and his aunt helped him to receive a good education.
When he was seventeen, Tom was placed in charge of running
much of the farm for his aunt.

Tom often had occasion to visit the Saratoga County Bank to
deposit money and to draw checks and drafts in his aunt's be-
half. After a few years, Tom's aunt turned the whole farm busi-
ness over to him. Sadly for her, it wasn't long after this that Tom
robbed her. One day he forged her signature to a check for
$300. The forgery was so good that it passed for genuine, and
he obtained the money from the bank. He then collected about
$200 that was owed to his aunt and left for New York City.

Tom gravitated to the "shady" side of the city, and he was
soon a leader among the thieves and rogues, planning and ex-
ecuting daring robberies. His sudden departure from Saratoga
County aroused suspicion, and the forged check was discov-
ered. He was captured and tried, and upon his conviction he
was sent to the State Prison at Clinton for a term of three years.

When he was released he immediately resumed his habits in
New York City. Hale developed an affinity for gambling, and as
much as he was able to obtain by theft he lost at the poker
table. One of his favorite hangouts was a bar at 16 East
Houston Street, operated by Ike Weber, a known counterfeiter.
Tom took a position as bartender in the establishment to oc-
cupy his spare time.

"Cranky Tom" Hale, Counterfeiter He got his nickname thusly—whenever the
authorities attempted to obtain a photograph of him, he would "crank" his fa-
cial features from normal, altering his appearance.

It didn't take Tom long to become involved with the counter-
feiters who frequented Weber's bar. Ike Weber produced coun-
terfeits of the 25 and 50 cents U.S. postal currency (fractional
currency issued from August 21 to May 27, 1863) and Hale was
part of the group getting it into circulation.

Tom became a wholesaler of Weber's later counterfeit U.S.
fractional notes, and one of his dealers was "Pious" John Dis-
browe. Disbrowe would go out into the "West" (as virtually any
area west of Philadelphia was known then) and establish
"agencies," and Hale would then send him the counterfeits to
disburse as fast as they could be manufactured. (Burnham
describes Disbrowe as "a pimp of the first water. He was osten-
sibly an active, prominent member of a Methodist Church in
New Jersey, leader of a choir, and the head of a nice family. He
could exhort and whine, and psalm-sing the leg off a brass
monkey) Disbrowe disposed of the counterfeits to the ped-
dlers, who "shoved" them generously along the lines of the rail-
roads in every direction.
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A good candidate for the counterfeit 50 cent U.S. Fractional Currency notes Tom Hale was selling to
his dealers and shovers. These impressions appeared in various editions of Heath's Infallible  Govern-
ment Detector. The top note is genuine, the bottom note is a counterfeit; the counterfeit plate for this
note is attributed to William Brockway, a known associate of Ike Weber, who supplied counterfeit notes
to Tom Hale.

According to Burnham, a "shover" was arrested, and he told
the authorities that he had received the counterfeit notes from
John Disbrowe. Disbrowe was arrested in Detroit, and he
promptly told the police that Tom Hale in New York was his
source of notes. A plan was developed (ostensibly by the Secret
Service) to get Tom Hale to come out "West" with a supply of
counterfeit notes, where he could be captured. Under direction
of the authorities, Disbrowe wrote to Hale that he wanted
$3,000 of the counterfeit fractional currency at once, and if
Hale would bring it out personally Disbrowe would pay him a
premium in "good" money for it, plus a part of his profits al-
ready in hand.

Burnham states that Hale took the bait, and started from
New York with $3,500 in counterfeit 50-cent U.S. fractional
currency notes (some seven thousand pieces). He was leery of
traveling all the way to Detroit however, and arranged to meet
an associate in western Pennsylvania, near the Ohio state line.
The associate was to convey the counterfeits to Disbrowe. For
some reason the associate failed to make the meeting
(Bumham implies that the Secret Service had a hand in the as-
sociate's failure) and Hale proceeded into Ohio, where he was
arrested. He was then taken to Pittsburgh where he was charged
with uttering and dealing in counterfeit money.

POKE SOLES, TOM HALE AND JOHN MURRAY

(The following account is quoted from the biography of John
Murray.)

Poke Soles was a "shover of the queer': An episode of his life
occurred at Erie (Pennsylvania), which reveals now for the first
time the story of Tom Hale, a counterfeiter, who subsequently
was a side-member of the United States Secret Service. Poke's
duties as a shover of the queer [or counterfeit] were to pass
counterfeit money.

"In the winter of 1869 and 1870 some $20 bills that were
queer appeared in Erie," says Murray. "Fred Landers kept a res-
taurant in Erie, and one day I happened to drop in, and he told
me of a fellow who had been in and ordered a light lunch and
paid for it with a $20 bill, and who bought a drink as he went
out and offered a second $20 bill to the bartender, who said he
could not change it. I looked at the bank-note Landers had
taken. It was a clever one, but it was queer. My experience with
counterfeiters in the special services of the United States was of
instant value. Landers described the man. I spotted him at the
railroad station and got him, but did not find any of the stuff
or counterfeit money on him. He was simply a shover, one who
passed the money, and he received only a couple of $20 bills at
a time.



Page 88	 Paper Money Whole No. 165

"Few classes of crime are organized so scientifically as coun-
terfeiting. The man who makes the plates never does business
with the men who pass the money. The plate-maker is an en-
graver who usually gets a lump sum for his work. Those who
print the money are the manufacturers and they sell the queer
in wholesale quantities to dealers, who sell to retail dealers,
who have their shovers out passing the money. The man I got
was a shover. I locked him up and in searching him I found the
name 'Tom Hale, New York: I reported to Crowley [Murray's
boss] and sent a telegram addressed to Hale and reading:
'Come on. I am sick. Stopping at Morton House. Room 84!

"I made all arrangements with the hotel clerk to get track of
any one who called and asked for the man in room 84. No one
came. I kept the shover, whose name was Soles, locked up in
gaol. Landers and the bartender had identified him. A week
passed. It was the winter of 1870 and the trains were blockaded
and it snowed and blew and delayed all traffic. On the ninth
day a nice looking man walked into the Morton House. It was
bitter cold and yet he had no overcoat. He asked for Mr. Soles
in room 84. 1 was in the hotel at the time; the clerk tipped me
and I walked over and collared the stranger. I took him down
and searched him and locked him up. He had several hundred
dollars of good money on him, but no counterfeit money. I in-
tended to hold him while I hunted for his baggage, for at least
a man dressed as he was, would have an overcoat somewhere
near.

"The next morning Officer Snyder and I went to the railroad
station and began, from there, a systematic search for a trace of
the stranger's overcoat. In the morning we were in the habit of
stepping into John Anthony's German saloon for a mug of
beer. On that morning Anthony said: 'A funny thing happened
yesterday. A nice looking fellow came in and washed his hands
and went away leaving his overcoat!

"'Let me see it, John, said I.
"Anthony produced the coat. In the first pocket in which I

thrust my hand I found a roll of something wrapped in a hand-
kerchief. I drew it out and found $1,000 in counterfeit $20 and
$100 bills, with coupons attached to the ends. They were such
excellent counterfeits that I later passed one at a bank as a joke
and then told them of it. I took the coat to the lockup.

"'Hello, Hale; here's your coat', I said.
"'All right. Thank you said the stranger, who was Tom Hale.
"I said: 'That's your coat, Tom?'
"'Oh, yes, said he.
"Then I hauled out the counterfeit money from the pocket.

He then said it was not his coat. I made him put the coat on
and it fitted him perfectly. Then John Anthony identified him
as the stranger who had left the coat in his saloon.

"Soles was held for passing counterfeit money. He pleaded
guilty and was sent to Alleghany [Prison] for five years. The
United States authorities took Hale to Pittsburgh, then to New
York, and then to Washington!'

Mr. Wood, then the Chief of the Secret Service, felt that Hale
would be valuable in fingering some of the manufacturers and
large dealers in counterfeit currency in New York. Hale
promised faithfully to aid the Government officials, and he
clearly understood that if he didn't cooperate he would be
returned to Pennsylvania to stand trial.

When Colonel Whitely was appointed Chief of the Secret
Service (replacing Wood), he looked into this and other
pending cases, and quickly ascertained that "Cranky Tom" had
not performed his promises to the Government, but on the
contrary had been allowed to run free, by connivance with the

old officers (of the Secret Service), and was then actually in the
counterfeiting business again. Col. Whitely promptly arrested
him, and sent him to Pittsburgh where he was permitted to
withdraw his former voluntary plea of "guilty." A new trial was
accorded him, at the instance of the new Chief of the Division.
(Murray states that when Whitely sent for Hale and told him he
was doing nothing, "Hale practically told Colonel Whitely to
go to hell!')

His trial came before Judge McCandless of the Western Dis-
trict of Pennsylvania, in October 1870. In the course of "Cranky
Tom's" trial, it was shown that he had been arrested in another
district (Erie), and a motion was made by the defense to quash
the indictment against him, on the ground of non-jurisdiction
of the court at Pittsburgh. But the U.S. Dist. Attorney, H. Bucher
Swoope, Esq., claimed that it had also been already shown
upon the evidence that Hale had passed through the State of
Pennsylvania with this counterfeit money in his possession;
and he asked the jury, by their verdict, to assert that the state
should not be made a highway for the conveyance of counter-
feit money, anywhere.

Tom's lawyer, in closing for the defense, maintained that his
client was not guilty, as set forth in the indictment against him.

"What is he here for, then?" pertinently inquired the Judge. "It
is sufficient that he is here, and that the heinous charges against
him are fully supported by plenary proof'

Tom was speedily convicted and sentenced to ten years' im-
prisonment in the penitentiary at Alleghany City. He was also
to pay a fine of $2500; Hale was to stay committed until the
fine was paid.

Murray provides us with the final word on Tom Hale: 'The
last time I saw Tom Hale was about 1884. He was keeping a
dime lodging house on the Bowery in New York at that time.
He fared far worse in his sentence than did Poke Soles who
stood up like a man when he was caught and did his time. I un-
derstood Hale never set foot in Erie again and vowed he never
would. The most disappointed man was John Anthony, when
the owner of the overcoat was found and the $1,000 turned out
to be queer!'

(Note: The $100 notes "with coupons attached to the ends" re-
ferred to by Murray as having been found in Tom Hale's over-
coat are quite interesting. The description applies only to the
three-year interest-bearing notes, which were issued under the
Acts of July 17, 1861, June 30, 1864 and March 3, 1865. These
notes were the only United States issues which had coupons at-
tached to the notes. The coupons were used to collect the in-
terest on the notes at six-month intervals, and the last
installment of interest was collected upon presentation of the
note itself. Because the interest was payable to the bearer of the
note rather than to an individual, these notes circulated as did
the other legal tender notes of the period. However, these notes
created some problems for the Treasury Department; ac-
cording to a December 1864 report from Secretary Fessenden,
"though withdrawn to a certain extent while the interest is
maturing, they are liable to be periodically rushed upon the
markee'These comments would no doubt refer to the northern
public's confidence in the Union as the Civil War raged. Many
of the three-year interest-bearing notes were withdrawn and
replaced with the compound interest notes of the Act of June
30, 1864. Further, the interest accrued on the last issue of three-
year interest-bearing notes ceased on July 15, 1868. Since these
notes were worth more than their face value at the time of this
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story (1870), a person holding one was, in effect, losing money
by not redeeming the note. As of July 1, 1869 there were some
$1,201,400 in these notes outstanding, consisting of $34,900 of
the 1861 notes and $1,166,500 of the 1864 notes. These totals
notwithstanding, it would seem to be at least unusual for
anyone to be holding these notes as late as 1870. Detective
Murray's comment about passing the counterfeit note (and we
assume he left the coupons attached) as a joke should not go
unnoticed. In retrospect we would think that the bank per-
sonnel would express some curiosity over the note.

Although Murray is quite specific in his description of the
"$100 bills with the coupons attached to the ends;' none of the
several contemporary and later counterfeit detectors consulted
mention the $100 three-year interest-bearing notes as having
been counterfeited successfully.)
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What Is A "Bank"?
by ROBERT D. HATFIELD

HILE is may seem silly to ask "What is a bank?", the
exact answer is not as clear as you may expect. In
earlier days the term "bank" included the custom and

justification for the bank to extend facilities to public and
mercantile interests. The first banks centered their activities on
trade and industry in general.

In the early days of our nation, banking powers were not
clearly defined. There were opportunities for banks to increase
their business in almost any direction, even under charter
provisions. The only specific prohibition that stands out was
the holding of real estate, except what was needed for the exact
bank location.

It was not until after 1825 that state laws began to restrict
what a bank could or could not do. Not all these restrictions
were followed, supervised, or even subject to penalties for any
failure to comply. To a great extent the early charters and laws
relied upon self-regulation. Thus the hope was that the
individual bank would comply with the few laws, or have the
integrity to honor the public's trust.

As might be expected, the early banks varied in style,
character, and their willingness to follow custom. The first
banks were basically whatever their owners or managers
wanted them to be, that being:

a place where a depositor might expect safety;

a place where an investor could realize a profit;

or a place where loans might be obtained for a vast variety
of personal or business reasons.

In other words, the early banks were "a blind shot in the dark"
(Dewey 1910).

As time and experience in banking passed, certain worries
and concerns came to be addressed, and sometimes ignored,
by the many state legislatures and the federal government. The
most prominent concern was over the chartering of these
organizations called "banks;' and whether they must be
incorporated. We must remember that many individuals
performed the functions of a bank in the early days of our
nation. They extended credit, sometimes took deposits, and
often brokered notes or bills from other locations. These
individuals were private bankers, or more appropriately called,
"private brokers:" Basically, they did whatever they thought was
necessary to have a business and still profit.

As each state experienced the good and the folly of what a
"bank" could be, each state enacted laws, and some created
bank commissioners to handle banking as an industry. Very
few of these laws survive today except as historical notations.
What did pop-up in many states was the enactment of "free-
banking'=the free establishment of a banking concern. In a
sense "free-banking" still exists to this day, as just about anyone
can start a bank with enough capital and reserves.

Thus banking, and banks in general, could be said to be an
amalgamation of investments (capital), deposits (credits), and
extensions of loans (assets). The modern bank is little more
than a focus of the movement of money; a place to facilitate
trade and commerce; a storehouse of value; and the center
stage for our fiscal world. The "bank" is both the beginning
point and the end point for commerce, trade, and the flow of
our "medium of exchange=our money.
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