
HAT United States Treasurer Ellis Henry Roberts (Sep-
tember 30, 1827-January 8, 1918) began his career
as a printer's devil figures large in his biography. Rob-

erts was the last apprentice hired by William Williams near
the end of a long and distinguished career as printer, editor,
publisher and book seller in Utica, New York. While a young
man, Williams produced vignettes for scrip issued by the Vil-
lage of Utica in 1815, so there are solid numismatic creden-
tials in the background of the man who had some influence
on the boy who was to become Treasurer of the United States.

William Williams, of Puritan descent, was born at
Framingham, Massachusetts in 1787. The family moved to the
Utica area in 1790. He was a printer's devil, the stage leading
to an apprenticeship, in the printing shops of William McLean
and Asahel Seward in Utica from 1800 to 1807. As an appren-
tice, Williams may have had some part in the production of A
Description of Counterfeit Bills, published by Seward in 1806. 1

Upon completion of his seven-year apprenticeship he became
a partner in the firm Seward & Williams at age twenty.

Seward & Williams, and later Williams as sole proprietor,
printed a wide variety of books and pamphlets as well as the
usual run of job printing. The printer's devil and apprentice
was exposed to it all: the annual almanacs, newspapers, school
text books on a wide variety of subjects, lectures, essays, nov-
els, religious and anti-Masonic books and collections of mu-
sic. The printer read the books, not sentence by sentence but
letter by letter, often correcting the copy as he set the type.

In 1808 William Williams began to manufacture the paper
the firm used in many of their books. The paper was a thin
and tough rag paper used later for bank notes printed for Utica
banks, and in 1815 for the Village of Utica bearer checks drawn
on the Manhattan Branch Bank. Those notes, dated Aug. 1,
1815, were printed in sheets having two each of 3 cents, 6 1/4

cents, 12 1/2 cents, 25 cents, 50 cents and 75 cents; the imprint
"Seward and Williams Printers" appears on the 75 cent notes.
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ELL s  OBER   

PRINTER'S DEVIL
To W EL  AM ILL -AMS

by FORREST W. DANIEL

Editors in the nineteenth century asserted that an
apprenticeship in a printing office was a practical
equivalent to a college education. They named
many men who had gone from the print shop to
national prominence in law, literature and poli-
tics; even to naming James Buchanan, future presi-
dent of the United States, a printer—a talent not
mentioned in modern biographical sketches.

Fractional currency from the Village of Utica, 1815, with wood cuts by
William Williams. (Illustration from An Oneida County Printer.)

The center of each note had a wood engraving by William
Williams; most of the cuts had appeared before as ornaments
or tail-pieces in 1811 publications. Williams is considered by
some to have been the third person in the United States to
engage in the art of wood engraving.

The Utica Directory for 1817 carried only the name of Will-
iam Williams as publisher; when Seward retired from the pub-
lishing business, he retained his interest in the book store until
1824. Williams was in and out of the newspaper business sev-
eral times, was very active in political, community and church
affairs and publications relating to them; some of the subjects
he published were considered quite controversial—several had
been refused by other printers.

The firm Balch & Stiles, engravers on copper and plate print-
ers, was established in Utica in 1824 and did some work for
Williams. Vistus Balch and Samuel Stiles engraved maps of
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New York state and Michigan as well as bank notes for Utica
and other western banks. Williams became a partner in the
company in 1828; their reputation and growth of business led
them to establish an office and workshop in New York City—
Balch, Stiles & Company, 34 Merchants' Exchange. That firm,
with others, established a forerunner of American Bank Note
Company.

Robert Roberts joined Williams's printing office in 1830 and
became foreman and the successor to the business. The year
1832 was a bad one for William Williams. His agency for the
Edinburgh Encyclopedia of Philadelphia, which he had held
since 1814, failed. It had been profitable for many years but
recent collections were poor; that, and nonpayment by princi-
pals of notes that Williams had co-signed, eventually caused
the failure of his entire enterprise. Williams's stock in trade
was sold at two sheriff's sales in 1834, but sale of his real es-
tate was delayed for several years, driving him further into debt.
The creditors operated the printing establishment with his
name as manager until 1840, but there is little doubt Robert
Roberts actually ran the business.

Williams moved to Tonawanda in 1836, but returned often
to Utica to take care of business matters. He was thrown from
the top of a stage coach in 1841 and struck his head; he never
fully recovered from the injury and financial loss and died in
Utica in 1850.

Ellis Roberts was the last apprentice, hired about the time
William Williams left Utica; it was 1836, and Ellis was nine
years old. The usual age for printer's devils was about thirteen,
but a printer's children began to set type as soon as they could
read and hold a composing stick; and of course, his oldest
brother, Robert, was the foreman. As printer's devil, Ellis had
the heavy and dirtiest work (printers need clean hands to
handle the paper). He wrote: "My own tasks were to push a
hand [ink] roller over the forms on the press; and, to reach the
handle, a box of considerable size was necessary to lift me to
the required level. Incidentally I washed the rollers [and the
inked type forms after the printing was finished], and as I re-
member well, carried wood and water up the high stairs." The
book store was on the ground floor, the bindery on the level
above and the printing office on the third floor at 60 Genesee
Street.

Whenever Ellis had some free time from his devil's chores
he read books borrowed from the book store downstairs. He
recalled for Williams's biographer: "Your grandfather came to
the office occasionally, ... Mr. Williams found me reading
Cooper's 'Lionel Lincoln,' . . . He questioned me of my esti-
mate of the characters, encouraged me to read good books,
saying that the story was a good lesson in patriotism, but some
other of Cooper's were of higher merit and more enjoyable.
That is the chief incident, to a lad of ten, which he has carried
in his memory for nearly half a century of a man with whom
his start in life was connected. . . ."

In a time when many apprentices labored under varying de-
grees of hardship and ill-treatment, Williams was noted for the
benevolent care and technical training his apprentices received.
Usuallywith several boys in training, Mrs. Williams maintained
a large-scale boarding house for the boys; she was a second
mother to them, mending their clothes, caring for them in sick-
ness and encouraging them to read in order that they might be
better editors and publishers. Under her influence several oth-
ers became ministers and missionaries. Mrs. Williams, herself,
is cited in a book about apprentices; but that prosperous period
was over before Ellis Roberts became the printer's devil.

Roberts continued his education at Whitestown Seminary
and Yale College by working as a printer; and upon his gradu-
ation in 1850 returned to Utica to be principal of Utica Free
Academy for a year. In 1851 he became editor of the Utica
Herald newspaper which his brother Robert, along with oth-
ers, established in 1847. He served the newspaper in an edito-
rial capacity until 1890, even while serving terms in the New
York state legislature in 1866 and Congress 1870-1875.

In the New York legislature Roberts, a Republican, was ac-
tive in the ways and means committee and his interest in fiscal
affairs continued in Congress where he took a prominent part
in the debates for the resumption of specie payments, refund-
ing the national debt and other legislation relating to mon-
etary policy. In 1889 he was appointed assistant treasurer of
the United States, a post he held until 1893 when he was re-
placed by a Democrat. He then accepted the presidency of the
Franklin National Bank in New York, a post he filled until he
was appointed Treasurer of the United States by the following
Republican administration in 1897; he held that position un-
til 1905.
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Card autographed by Ellis H. Roberts

After his retirement Roberts returned to Utica and was ac-
tive in banking, consultation and a wide variety of civic and
cultural organizations until his death at age ninety.

Thus the relationship, however brief, between two printers
from Utica, New York: William Williams, who engraved and
printed fractional currency scrip in 1815, and his last printer's
devil, Ellis H. Roberts, whose facsimile signature, as Treasurer
of the United States, guaranteed the nation's currency for eight
years at the turn of the twentieth century.

END NOTE:
1. The earliest lists of counterfeit notes appeared in newspapers. Ac-

cording to Bank Note Reporters and Counterfeit Detectors, 1826-1866,
by William H. Dillistin, a single sheet with descriptions of coun-
terfeits was printed by The Centinel newspaper in Boston in the
latter part of 1805 and followed it in June 1806 with a small 12-
page pamphlet guide to New England bank bills and counterfeits.
Asahel Seward's A Description of Counterfeit Bills was advertised as
just published in the July 2, 1806 issue of The Patriot newspaper in
Utica.

(Continued on the following page)
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Jack H. Fisher's article headed "Ellis I I. Roberts never got a break; he
worked," in the August 1995 Bank Note Reporter, prompted this sketch
of Roberts's younger years using specialized sources unfamiliar to his
reference librarians. Fisher's story gives a much broader view of
Roberts's long public career.
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The

Starts Here
A Primer for Collectors

by GENE HESSLER

UST about everyone wants to be associated with or
claim a hero. Christopher Columbus has been claimed
or at least honored on more bank notes than any other

human being. About 20 countries, including the United States
and Canada, have placed the image of the Italian sailor on
bank notes.

U.S. federal notes that show images of Columbus are: the
$5 first charter national bank notes and national gold bank
notes; $1,000 U.S. notes 1869-1880; $1 U.S. notes 1869-
191 7; all largesize $5 Federal Reserve and Federal Reserve Bank
notes. In nice condition all of these will cost more than the
average collector can afford. However, as an alternative, you
might consider souvenir cards. Each of the previously-men-
tioned notes is available on a souvenir card for under $10.

U.S. obsolete hank notes from about ten states also include
images of Columbus. Most of these might also be too expen-
sive. However, from the remaining countries who honored
Columbus there are at least three countries that issued notes
that most collectors can afford.

The most recent note was issued in 1992 by the Bahamas
for the 500th anniversary of the 1492 sailing. The Bahamas $1
note, produced by the Canadian Bank Note Co., includes a
very nice portrait engraved by the Canadian engraver Yves Baril.

Mr. Baril's engraving was based on a portrait by the Italian
painter Ridolfo Ghirlandaio (1483-1561). This extremely col-
orful note, with interesting anti-counterfeiting devices is avail-
able for $3 or $4, perhaps less.

The esteemed English-born American engraver Alfred Jones
(1819-1900) engraved a portrait for a series of notes printed
by American Bank Note Company for Costa Rica. The least
expensive note is the 50 centimos P(ick) 147; it should cost
about $20 in fine condition. Mr. Jones based his engraving on
a portrait that was adapted for a medal by Francisco Asis Lopez;
the medal was struck for the Centennial of Calderon.

Some say the Ghirlandaio portrait is the most accurate like-
ness of Columbus; others say it is the Lopez version.

Costa Rica issued a 2 colones P195, with a portrait also based
on the Lopez version. This was done by the British bank note
firm of Thomas De La Rue. In fine condition you should find
one for about $10.

It should not surprise you to find that Italy honored its na-
tive son. Two 5,000 lire notes, P72 and P76, should cost no
more than $10 each in nice condition. The model for this en-
graving is the portrait by Charles Legrand in the Naval Mu-
seum in Madrid.

The Legrand portrait also appears on a note from Spain, the
country that sponsored the voyage of Columbus. A 100 pese-
tas P118 in fine condition might be available for under $20.
In addition, Spain issued four other notes, three with images
of Columbus and one with Queen Isabella alone. The 1 peseta
notes P127 and P128, and the 5 pesetas P126 and P129 should
be modestly priced in uncirculated or near uncirculated con-
dition.

These notes and souvenir cards along with a selection of
world coins that bear the portrait of Christopher Columbus
would make an attractive display for a class at school or at
your local coin club.

(Copyright story reprinted by permission from Coin World, Oct. 24,
1994.)
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