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Tales of the Secret Service

"Long Bill" Brockway
King of the Counterfeiters

by BRENT HUGHES

It was only a brief item on the obituary page which prob-
ably attracted little notice. A retired police officer with a
long memory may have seen it and mentioned to a
friend that "Long Bill" Brockway was dead. Secret Service
agents at New Haven, Connecticut may also have no-
ticed and marked "Closed" on their voluminous file on
the man they had once called the "King of the Counter-
feiters"

Officially the death of the ninety-eight year old man
was listed as "illuminating gas poisoning" A kind news-
paper editor may have avoided the word "suicide" by
stating that the cause of death was "a gas jet accidentally
snuffed out" Another account said that Brockway had
been the victim of a "leaky gas jet!'

The landlord at the small rooming house on Olive
Street had found the body and a short time later a quiet
funeral was held at Grove Street Cemetery. The year was
1920 and William Brockway's time had come and gone.

H E was a product of the golden age of counterfeiting in
America, a time when thousands of private banks is-
sued their own paper money before the United States

government changed the system and issued its own currency to
finance the Civil War. Like other counterfeiters, Brockway
simply switched to dealing in copies of the government issues
and grew rich in the process. Yet his peers considered him
different from most. He was gifted with high intelligence, or-
ganizational ability, animal-like cunning and superb manners
which allowed him to lead a second life in association with
men of high reputation and great wealth. He could have been
successful in many fields of endeavor, but chose instead to en-
gage in the counterfeiting of currency and bonds.

Brockway was born on February 3, 1822 at Essex, Connect-
icut to a couple named Spencer. When his mother died a few
months later, his carpenter father had no choice but to put the
infant up for adoption. The Brockway family took him in and
raised him to young manhood. During that time the parents
noticed that their son had a talent for drawing and arranged for
him to serve as an apprentice to a local printer. The alert young-
ster was fifteen years old and eager to learn.

This sketch of William Brockway alias Colonel Spencer was appar-
ently drawn by a newspaper artist during one of Brockway's numerous
trials. (Furnished to tne by the U.S. Secret Service, February 17, 1989, via Sen-
ator Strom Thurmond.)

There have been many accounts written over the years about
the single event which might have pointed young Brockway to-
ward a life of crime. About 1840, after the apprentice had
learned his craft, he saw two distinguished-looking men come
into the shop. He learned later that the two were the president
and cashier of a New Haven bank who had, as was the custom
in those days, brought in the engraved plate of their bank's $5
and $10 bills. Brockway saw the cashier remove the plate from
his briefcase, slide it out of its protective felt bag and hand it to
the printshop owner. The cashier may have also furnished the
fine banknote paper on which the notes were to be printed.



It may have been counterfeits of these New Haven County Bank notes that started Bill Brockway on his life of crime.
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Young Brockway was almost mesmerized by the beauty of
the gleaming plate. He watched carefully as the shop owner ran
off sheet after sheet of currency, each one of which represented
more than a month's wages for an apprentice. From that mo-
ment on, so the story goes, Brockway was obsessed with cur-
rency plates and during his long life would possess dozens of
them.

The next day he asked his employer to help him learn the art
of lithography. Some kind of arrangement was made because
we know that the young man went to Yale where he learned the
new process whereby a duplicate printing plate could be made
by electroplating copper molecules onto a hardened wax sur-
face. Young William, in his cunning way, had already figured
out how he could make his own plate of the same New Haven
banknotes he had watched being printed.

In some manner he brought up the subject to his employer
and the two worked out an ingenious plan. The next time the
bankers showed up to have some currency printed, they would
be ready.

Ordinarily the two bankers stood by the press while the
printing took place, making sure that no unauthorized sheets
of paper were printed. This time the owner of the shop dis-
tracted the two men on some pretext and Brockway quickly ran
a thin sheet of soft lead through the press, transferring the
image from the plate to his lead sheet. He then concealed the

lead sheet under his apron and went back to printing paper.
The two bankers returned to the press none the wiser and stood
by until the press run was finished. Brockway cleaned the ink
from the plate and handed it back to the cashier. Then the
bankers left, content that they were carrying their precious
plate and the exact number of printed sheets of banknotes that
they had ordered.

That night Brockway went to work on his lead impression.
He poured hot wax over the lead impression and waited for it
to cool. In a few hours a thin layer of copper molecules was
transferred to the wax impression and molten lead was applied
to the back to provide rigidity. The electrotype plate was then
trimmed off and fitted to the press. After a few trial runs were
made, the two men were delighted to find that they could print
currency exactly like that done for the bankers.

After the notes dried, Brockway demonstrated his artistic
ability by forging the signatures of the two bank officials and
writing in some serial numbers. A careful trimming was the
final step and the notes were ready to be spent.

No one ever calculated exactly how many counterfeit notes
the two men printed and passed into circulation. Estimates
vary but $10,000 may be close, an enormous sum in those days,
spread all over New Haven and nearby towns. No one
challenged the notes because they were exact duplicates of the
genuine.



DECEIVAIRLE FOR ALL 17N1L ED STATES ST NIPS

• 4  ninCEIVAlt	 ,011t A 1.1. ,YNITT.I1 STATI s 

Paper Money Whole No. 174	 Page 193

Laban Heath, publisher of the famous "Heath's Counterfeit Detector;' obtained permission from the
Treasury Department to reproduce the genuine fifty-cent U.S. Fractional Currency note (above) as well
as Brockway's counterfeit. Note that the expression of Spinner's eyes is slightly different on the counterfeit
(below) but otherwise it is a superb copy.

It was months before an alert bank teller looked closely at
the signatures and became suspicious. He took the note to the
cashier who made a quick check of the serial numbers and pro-
nounced the note a fraud, even though he was at a loss to un-
derstand how the note could have been produced. He checked
and found the plate secure in the vault, yet the engraving on the
counterfeit was perfect. The bank obviously had a serious
problem.

At a hastily-called directors meeting, the bankers decided to
continue honoring the spurious notes while the police inves-
tigated. Detectives soon decided that the most logical suspects
were Brockway and his employer. The two denied everything;
after all, there were thousands of counterfeit notes in circula-
tion. The United States Secret Service was not yet in existence
and counterfeiting of private banknotes was a major industry
employing hundreds of people.

Brockway and his boss managed to get through the initial
police inquiry but the experience left them somewhat nervous.
The stress became too much for the shop owner who suddenly
announced one day that he planned to retire. He offered to rent
the plant to Brockway and Bill was still considering the offer
when one morning he found that his employer had quietly left
town without leaving a forwarding address. Under the circum-
stances Brockway felt it was prudent to pack up his things and
get out of New Haven.

The local police regarded the sudden closing of the long-
established printshop as proof that Brockway and his employer
were the counterfeiters. When the police announced a reward

for their capture it created quite a stir among police officers
who, in those days, were eligible to collect reward money. In
fact it was not at all unusual for a clever police detective to
make more money from rewards than he drew in salary.

During the next few years Brockway eluded the police by
moving from place to place. He engaged in various projects
and eventually got married. He had a few minor run-ins with
the police but always managed to bribe his way out of jail, a
very common occurrence in those days.

In 1851 Brockway ran afoul of the New York City police who
had a reputation for diligent pursuit of reward money. The fu-
gitive barely escaped and tried to hide in the woods near
Bergen Hills, New Jersey. After five harrowing days without
food, and with police bloodhounds baying behind him,
Brockway surrendered. He was sentenced to six years in the
notorious Sing Sing Prison.

Mrs. Brockway must have had a good knowledge of the legal
system for she immediately began pulling strings to get her
husband released and succeeded within a year. Brockway
learned a lot from the hardened criminals he had talked to.
Never again would he be foolish enough to get caught with a
plate in his possession, nor would he go near a printing plant.
The few months in Sing Sing convinced him that the only safe
way to make a living in the counterfeiting business was to be-
come a middleman behind a facade of respectability. Mid-
dlemen might be suspected but they were seldom jailed.

Thus it was that in 1852 Brockway and his wife Margaret
moved to Philadelphia to begin a new life as Colonel and Mrs.
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William E. Spencer, Brockway's original name. Like many
criminals, Brockway was a superb actor and he quickly took his
place in the business world posing as a real estate investor. As
his fortune grew, the luxurious home of the Spencers became
the site of high society parties for the city's well-to-do. It was a
good life and Spencer must have spent many happy hours
reflecting back on his humble beginnings. He had indeed
come a long way.

He began to branch out in oil wells, coal mines and the stock
market. He seemed to be every inch the respectable
businessman whose associates never suspected that much of
his wealth came from counterfeiting. However, the underworld
knew that he was a man looking to finance the activities of
others without getting too close himself.

In maturity he stood tall and gaunt with not an ounce of fat
on his elongated frame. Thus he earned the nickname among
his criminal friends of "Long Bill!' To the rest of the world he
was Colonel Spencer.

Then came the turmoil of the Civil War and for the first time
the federal government had to issue paper money. Predictably,
most skilled counterfeiters turned from private banknotes to
United States currency. When Abraham Lincoln brought in
Edwin Stanton as his Secretary of War to straighten out the
mess created by crooked war contractors, a whole new era
began. Stanton went after every form of criminal activity with
a single minded vengeance. He formed his own detective bu-
reau headed by the infamous Lafayette Baker. Then the U.S. Se-
cret Service was formed, headed by Stanton's man William
Wood, warden of the Old Capitol Prison in Washington, D.C.
Baker and Wood have been condemned by historians for their
ruthless methods but they may have been simply following
orders of Stanton. It was a harsh time in our history and
Stanton used harsh methods to achieve his goals.

In 1862 Brockway became associated with a sharp operator
named James Brace Doyle. The two men used their legitimate
businesses for what we would call today a "money laundering"
operation. They became involved in the distribution of the fa-
mous counterfeit of the small 504 Fractional Currency note
bearing the likeness of Francis E. Spinner, the Treasurer of the
U.S. Taking advantage of the fact that most people believed
counterfeiters would not bother with such a small denomina-
tion, the two men passed thousands of them into circulation.

Brockway next became involved in marketing counterfeits of
the newly created "seven-thirty" U.S. Treasury notes (HX146D),
so called because they bore interest at 7.30 percent for three
years. These notes actually had coupons attached with which
the holder would collect his interest every six months. To get
the final interest payment, the holder had to surrender the
note. As a result these notes are extremely rare today, so much
so that obtaining even a photograph of some of them is virtu-
ally impossible.

Brockway discovered that the plates for these notes were
being engraved at American Bank Note Company; one of the
engravers was Charles H. Smith. Brockway contacted Smith
and tried to hire him away, but Smith had a better idea. He
would keep his job engraving genuine plates in the daytime
and engrave counterfeit plates at night and on weekends.

The result was a classic in the history of counterfeiting that
brought on all kinds of charges in the financial world.
Brockway disposed of the spurious notes in the New York
market where they went undetected at the prestigious banking
house of Jay Cooke & Company. Cooke had already redeemed
eighty-five of the $1,000 notes at the Treasury Department be-

fore a cashier noticed some duplicate serial numbers and no-
tified the Secretary of the Treasury. In a hastily-called con-
ference, the Director of the Printing Bureau (now the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing) pronounced the notes genuine, but
William Wood proved that they were counterfeits.

The shaken Secretary was so concerned that he posted a
$20,000 reward for the bogus plates and assured Wood that
even though he was head of the Secret Service he was also
eligible for the reward money. Wood went to work in a feverish
effort to claim what was then a small fortune.

At that moment, of course, the Treasury Department had no
idea who had made the plates or who might then own them.
William Wood contacted police officials in many cities and
offered to share the reward with anyone who helped him. We
know that he finally located the plates but there seem to be
many versions of how he did it.

There are few archives of these early cases still in existence in
U.S. Treasury Department files. The government can supply
some clippings and copies of a few obscure booklets, but little
else. Today's writer must examine such information for ac-
curacy of dates, places and people and try to piece together
what happened. It is not wise to make flat statements based on
newspaper accounts.

Researcher Bob Cochran has also made a study of this partic-
ular counterfeit and believes that a shadowy figure named
Langdon W. Moore played a major role in it. Moore, alias
Charley Adams, was a bank burglar of great skill. In his memoir
published in 1893 he implied that he, David Keene, a man
named Martin and Bill Brockway had been members of the
group circulating the "seven-thirty" notes.

While Moore was in Europe he heard that, contrary to an
agreement, the others were circulating the counterfeits without
his knowledge. He was, of course, angry that he was being cut
out of his share and swore to get even.

Back in New York, Moore met a police official who told him
about Wood's offer of a reward for the plates. Moore arranged
to meet Wood in a New York hotel where he told the Secret
Service Chief that he did not want a reward but did want cer-
tain concessions from the Treasury Department. If the Treasury
Secretary would agree to these concessions, Moore said, he
would tell Wood who had the plates and provide his address.
Two days later Moore had his signed document and told Wood
that the culprit was Brockway and that he was living in
Philadelphia as Colonel William E. Spencer.

Moore may have employed a ghost writer, because his ac-
count is well-done and appears to be correct in all details. It is
interesting that his chapter on this Brockway incident is titled
"Good Work for the Government; suggesting that his act of re-
venge should be considered a patriotic gesture.

In any event, Wood headed for Philadelphia with visions of
collecting the $20,000 reward. He went to the office of Colonel
Spencer only to discover that the Colonel and his wife were on
their way to Europe via a New York hotel. Back he went to the
train depot.

Wood located the couple in New York and waited until 4
a.m. the next morning to arrest Brockway. After a big argument
Wood took his prisoner to Jersey City where he locked him in
a hotel room for five days. After being pounded with questions
day and night, an exhausted Brockway confessed but immedi-
ately offered Wood a large bribe to let him go. Wood refused
and could not wait to get his hands on the plates.

At that time the Treasury Department placed first priority on
seizing and destroying counterfeit plates and showed much
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less interest in suspects. If all else failed it was common practice
to make a deal. If Colonel Spencer would surrender the plates,
the authorities told him, they would arrange for a suspended
sentence and probation. For some reason, Smith was not ar-
rested, perhaps because once Wood got the plates he wanted to
get back to Washington to collect the $20,000. He was in for a
bitter disappointment.

The Treasury Secretary may have been disgusted that the
Chief of the Secret Service would show up with the plates and
demand the reward. He gave him $5,000 and told him he
would get the rest when the government got a refund from Jay
Cooke & Company. The government eventually won its case
and Jay Cooke had to pay, but William Wood never got his
$15,000. As time went on, he became increasingly angry and
made life miserable for Treasury officials. In 1869 Wood was
forced to resign and left office a bitter man.

His successor moved to improve the agency's image. He
replaced the hacks with skilled investigators and launched a
campaign against counterfeiters which eventually brought to
an end a sad chapter in American financial history.

Brockway kept a low profile for a few years, but in April 1878
he became involved with some excellent counterfeits of a $100
National Bank note. Secret Service experts suspected Brockway
and began a search. They found him living in Canarsie, New
York and set up a stakeout. A few days later they saw a stranger
go into the house and when he came out they followed him all
the way to Chicago. He turned out to be Brockway's old partner,
James Doyle.

In his luggage the agents found two hundred $1,000 bonds
which Doyle insisted were genuine. They were, except that
somebody had raised their denomination from lower
amounts. The next morning the Secret Service arrested
Brockway and Smith in New York. Smith confessed and impli-
cated Brockway who began looking for a way out. He got no-
where with Agent Drummond who simply read off a long list
of counterfeit plates that the Secret Service wanted. He told
Brockway that he knew he had the plates and other material
buried somewhere and it was time to tell him where.

The next morning an odd group of men assembled under a
large chestnut tree in Richmond Hill. In the group were
Brockway, his lawyer, Drummond, the United States Attorney
and two deputy sheriffs with shovels. Brockway pointed out a
spot and the deputies soon turned up some lead "coffins," six-
inch diameter pipe cut into sections with their ends flattened
and soldered. Inside were twenty-two sets of plates. At another
spot they dug up fruit jars containing 3,500 counterfeit bills.

In return for their cooperation, Brockway and Smith got off
with suspended sentences, but in Chicago the luckless Doyle
got twelve years in prison. Slowly but surely the United States
government was closing in on the army of people involved in
counterfeiting.

The shaken Brockway alias Colonel Spencer managed to stay
out of trouble for the next five years. In 1883 he was arrested
again and was sentenced to five years in Sing Sing. When he
was released he pursued lawful interests for eight years but per-
haps was tempted by many offers from his old friends still in
the counterfeiting business.

In 1896 an opportunity came up that Brockway could not re-
sist. The deal turned out to be a disaster because Brockway was
arrested with another batch of counterfeits. The days of plea
bargaining were over for counterfeiters. Disgusted federal
authorities recommended that the court throw the book at the

habitual offender and a judge sent Brockway back to prison for
eight years.

In 1904 Brockway was released but this time the Secret
Service had enough men to keep him and many other old
counterfeiters under almost constant surveillance. Brockway
went back to his old home town of New Haven and lived
quietly in a small rooming house for sixteen years. It was there
that he died, just before Christmas in 1920. The man who had
simply outlived his profession was no more.
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