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Waterman  y Or
and the

Cont nenta Bank Note Co.
BY. ROBERT MCCABE

ANYONE WHO STUDIES THE 19TH CENTURY AMERICAN
bank note industry soon discovers that one of its most brilliant, com-
plex and colorful technicians was Waterman Lilly Ormsby. He was
a mechanical genius, who began inventing engraving instruments as

early as 1832 and eventually produced more than twenty such devices, his last
being a modification of the geometric lathe in 1861.

He was also an excellent line engraver who found work engraving illustra-
tions for books and magazines and became the favorite cylinder engraver for
the Colt Arms Company. He established a bank note engraving business in
1842, which he called the New York Bank Note Company. Yet, in spite of his
long experience in the field and his extraordinary skills, his company never
achieved anything like the success of his competitors in New York.

There were many allegations -- perhaps some invented by his competi-
tors -- that he knowingly assisted counterfeiters, and this damage to his reputa-
tion may have prevented him from winning lucrative contracts. He wrote
about counterfeiting with great passion and knowledge, but sometimes defend-
ed his own business practices with an impolitic, purpled prose that must have
offended some of his professional rivals.

Most of what we know about him is derived from his book, A Description
of the Present System of Bank Note Engraving, published in 1852, a pamphlet
entitled Cycloidal Configurations, or the Harvest of Counteifeiters, published about
1862, and a number of "letters to the editor" that were published in the New-
York Times during the 1850s and in 1860.

However, none of these sources give us a clue about his professional life
after 1860. Up until now, it appears that no one really understood his role in
the founding of the Continental Bank Note Company, or how his presence in
the company affected its performance.

Recently, however, while researching another part of Ormsby's life, I dis-
covered three letters at the National Archives that reveal new information on
these questions and may even change some opinions about his honesty and
misfortunes. For this "discovery," I am obliged and delighted to give full credit
to Mr. Wayne De Cesar, a wonderful archivist who listened patiently to my
requests and then "dug around in the archives" until he found these letters.

Having spent at least 10 years digging at the archives myself, usually dur-
ing summer vacations, without ever finding these letters, makes Mr. De Cesar's
discovery all the more remarkable. *His diligence and professionalism is cer-
tainly worthy of more recognition than I can give him here.

One of the mysteries surrounding Ormsby in recent years was how and
why he was "hired" by the Continental Bank Note Company in January, 1863.
We know that he was employed there as a transfer press operator at a salary of
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$5,000 a year, which was far in excess of the salaries customarily paid by bank
note companies for such work.

His obituary in the Brooklyn Eagle described him as one of the founders of
the company, and that would he consistent with his salary. Appleton's
Cvclopaedia of American Biography, published in 1888, only five years after
Ormsby's death, lists him as "a founder" of the CBNC. He is also listed this
way in the Twentieth Century Biographical Dictionary of Notable Americans, pub-
lished in 1904, and by David McNeely Stauffer, always a careful and meticu-
lous researcher, in his American Engravers Upon Copper and Steel, published in
1907.

But more recently, Julian Blanchard, writing in the Essay-Proof Journal in
1957, specifically corrects Stauffer to say that Ormsby was an employee, not a
founder of the Continental. He doesn't explain his reasons for correcting
Stauffer in the article, nor can I find such reasons in any of his earlier articles
for this journal, Paper Money, or his writings for the Collectors Club Philatelist.

Blanchard may have obtained copies of the Certificates of Incorporation

of the Continental Bank Note Company' and noticed that Ormsby's name is
not listed among the officers and trustees, concluding that he was not part of
the company at that point and therefore must have come in later as an employ-
ee. Since Blanchard's article, others have reiterated Ormsby's status as an
"employee" of the Continental, and the confusion about his real position with
the company has persisted.

Another mystery is Ormsby's involvement in counterfeiting. There had
been some allegations against him during the 1850s, but none had come to the
general notice of the public. That changed in March of 1858 when Ormsby
heard that Benjamin Douglass had told some New York businessmen that he
(Ormsby) "was in the habit of engraving for any casual applicant for plates
without inquiring into his character or the object for which the plates were to
be used, and . . . in this way he engraved counterfeit plates on a number of
banks in this and other states." 2

The Carroll County Bank $1 note was
the first designed and engraved by
Ormsby under his "unit system." Its
design was highly regarded for its
anti-counterfeiting features.

The two earliest Certificates of Incorporation were filed October 23, 1862 (listing
Andrew V. Stout, Henry V. Porr, and William D. Wilson as Trustees) and January
17, 1863 (listing Edward G. Steele, Touro Robertson, and Alexander C. Wilson as
Trustees). These and all subsequent corporate papers are available as photocopies
through the Municipal Archives of New York City.

2 See New-York Times, Tuesday, March 23, 1858, page 2, column 4. 
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Benjamin Douglass was the proprietor of the Mercantile Agency in New
York City and his influence in business circles had great potential to do harm
to Ormsby's reputation and livelihood. Ormsby immediately sued Douglass
for public and malicious slander and sought $10,000 in damages. The case was
heard in Superior Court before Justice Pierrepont and was reported in the
New - York Times. 3

During the trial, the attorneys defending Douglass alleged that Ormsby
had fraudulently engraved or altered bank note plates for eight different banks,
some of which did not even exist, and had engraved counterfeit labels for
patent medicines, such as Moffatt's Vegetable Life Pills. Although they named
the specific banks and denominations of the alleged counterfeits, the attorneys
had no corroborating evidence to prove any of their allegations.

One of the stories the attorneys repeated was that Ormsby had engraved
and delivered to Edwin Ely a plate containing all the counters and vignettes
that were used by Ely or his associates to print bank notes on the non-existent
Bank of Orwell in the State of Vermont.

Much of the evidence presented at the trial was based on hearsay, but
without a full transcript, it can't be determined how much of the testimony was
challenged and struck from the record. The court ruled that "under the cir-
cumstances in evidence, the communication (Douglass' allegation) was not
unlawful, there being no evidence of malice or bad faith." 4 In other words,
since Douglass had repeated some of the counterfeiting stories about Ormsby
in private conversations — not publicly and not maliciously — he had not slan-
dered the plaintiff. Ormsby appealed the ruling, but lost again and had to pay
$284.76 in appellate court costs.

Ormsby's loss had enormous consequences for his business during the
next few years. The American Bank Note Company was formed in late April,
1858, by the merger of seven different bank note companies. Other engravers
joined together in November of 1859 to form the National Bank Note
Company. These companies competed for all the government contracts to
print stamps, bonds, and other securities, as well as the private bank contracts
to print currency.

In those days, each bank could legally issue its own currency, and
although there were thousands of banks doing that, each printed only a rela-
tively small number of notes. These highly customized private bank contracts
were labor-intensive and yielded little profit.

The National Bank Act of 1863 would present a different set of circum-
stances. If a bank wanted to issue National Bank Notes, it was required to give
security for them by purchasing government bonds and depositing them with
the Treasurer of the United States. National Bank Notes would require large-
scale production with limited design changes, a formula that was almost guar-
anteed to yield large profits for the bank note companies.

This attracted the attention of W.L. Ormsby and led to the formation of
the Continental Bank Note Company in January, 1863. Ormsby's reputation
as a counterfeiter now came back to haunt him. Secretary of the Treasury
Salmon P. Chase knew or was told of his reputation. Chase decided Ormsby
should have nothing to do with the printing of any government security.

3 See New - York Times, Friday, March 26, 1858, page 2, columns 4 and 5.
4 There are several court papers for this case, though most of them are not important.

The Judgement Roll, 29 pages, was filed July 30, 1859. This document can be
obtained from the County Clerk and Clerk of the Supreme Court, New York
County Court House, as County Clerk Index #877/1859 for a nominal fee.
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A Senate committee report gives us some idea of what happened:
(Speaking of Ormsby, Edward E. Dunbar responding)

Question: Where is he to be found?
Answer: In Hampton, Connecticut.
Question: When did he leave the service of the company?
Answer: Difficulties arose between Mr. Ormsby and the company, arising in the first
instance from a doubt expressed by Secretary Chase as to the character of Mr. Ormsby,
and as to his being a proper party to be entrusted with so important a work. Under
that doubt raised by the Secretary, Mr. Ormsby was removed from his position, and

William D. Wilson, then vice-president, was put in his place. . .

(Mr. Dunbar again)
"As soon as I was elected president I made a change in all these departments. I placed
Mr. Ormsby back at the head of the practical part of the business. . . and Mr. Ormsby,
having been reinstated, he having had an examination of the charges against him in
Washington, and having been entirely exculpated by Mr. McCulloch, the then acting
Comptroller of the Currency, he came back with a letter to that effect. It was done at
my instigation, and be came to us with a letter exculpating him from all charges and
expressing the entire approbation of the (Treasury) department that he should act. I
made him general manager of the business, and he went on very successfully to the end
of that term. "5

Against this background, I am pleased to submit transcripts of two of the
three letters found recently at the National Archives at College Park,
Maryland. Two of the letters were written by Waterman L. Ormsby and one
by Edward E. Dunbar addressed to Hugh McCulloch, Secretary of the
Treasury Department. I have omitted one letter written by Ormsby because of
its length and subject matter, but I hope to write a separate article about it in
the near future.

These letters are part of a file in Applications and Recommendations for
Positions in the Washington, D.C. Offices of the Treasury Department, 1830 - 1910.
Record Group 56, Entry #210. The file is marked "Washington April 6, '67.

5 Taken from Senate Committee Report No. 273, 40th Congress, 3rd Session, (Joint
Select Committee on Retrenchment), dated March 3, 1869. These quotations are
from the section entitled "United States Securities," on page 198. Similar testimony
is also found in Exhibit BB (page 381) of House Report 140, entitled "Treasury
Department," dated June 30, 1864, in which Alexander C. Wilson said "In the case
of Mr. W.L. Ormsby, the honorable Secretary laid down the indisputable principle
that no man should have anything to do with the manufacture of government money
upon whose character there rests the slightest taint."

The Drovers Bank $3 note is another
note designed and engraved by
Ormsby in the "unit system" style
intended to prevent counterfeiting.
The bank was fraudulent.



168 	  March/April 2001 • Whole No. 212 • PAPER MONEY

Mr. Ormsby recommended for a situation in the engraving department of the
Treasury. Recommended by Hon. S.P. Chase and EdiA , Dunbar."

(First Letter) 	 New York Feb. 10th 1867
Hon. Hugh McCulloch
Secretary of the Treasury
Dear Sir,

Having severed my connection with the Continental Bank Note Company, it
gives me pleasure as a matter of simple justice to say a few words in favor of Mr. W.L.
Ormsby, who was associated with me in the business nearly four years.

This gentleman stands prominent in the Government bank note business since
February, 1863. The Continental was originated by Mr. Ormsby, and its establish-
ment was based on his machinery, stock in hand, and professional skill. He organized
eve?), department and brought the concern into working order, and it was under his
advice and direction that the connection with the department was made.
Unfortunately for all parties, just as the company was about to commence work for  the
Government, a distrust of Mr. Ormsby on the part of Secretary Chase manifested
itself and the harmonious and succes.01 action of the company was thereby interrupt-
ed. This state of things in one shape and another continued for nearly two years.
What may he called the anti-Ormsby party got control of the company and thus
worked almost irreparable mischief So apparent was this unfortunate state of ajfitirs
at the time of the annual meeting of the stock holders, December 1, 1863, that the
President and Vice-President were deposed and Myself elected in their place.

I made short work with the anti-Ormsby party and placed Mr. Ormsby in power
as the General Superintendent. The change _from disaster to prosperity was instanta-
neous. You yourself can bear witness to this fact. Whatever merit may be due to me
for successfully administering the affairs of the company must in the 71111i77 be attrib-
uted to my determined appreciation of the ability and faithfulness of Mr. Ormsby.

Persecuted men generally present vulnerable points of attack. The only weak
point I have discovered in Mr. Ormsby, who it may be said has been 7710.0 vigorously
persecuted for many years past, is his unworldly nature, a nature coming out of the
inspiration of genius and which sometimes allows him to be the dupe of designing
knaves, thus giving his enemies opportunities to misrepresent his actions and motives.
I have observed Mr. Ormsby closely and found him a man without guile, incapable of
a dishonest act, and of the purest moral character. All he needs is kind appreciative
treatment and he will lavish the wealth of his genius even to a foolish extent.

Mr. Ornzby's abilities in his profession cannot be disputed. He has lived down
abuse and vituperation on this and other points, and he comes out of the Continental
company where evidence of his genius and honesty in abundance can be found, perfectly
triumphant.

I have always been of (the) opinion that bank note work could be done with more
safety and economy by private companies than by the department. Now that I have no
interest in the business, 710, opinion continues the .came. But if the department is
determined to build up its own bank note engraving and printing bureau, I think the
most important step it can take to insure success, is to secure the services of
Ormsby. He can bring to bear improvements in the business, which if known to the
department, it would be hardly justified in ignoring.

I have spoken strongly and at some length respecting Mr. Ormsby. The reasons
for doing so are that during the entire period he was associated with me, I found him a
most faithful and competent aide, and my nature revolts at the malignant character of
the efforts so persistently made by professional rivals and other interested parties to
injure him and which exceed anything of the kind I ever witnessed.
I rellfahl your Obedient Servant,
Edward E. Dunbar

(Second Letter) Hampton, Conn. March 29th, 1867
Hon. S.P. Chase
Sir:

You may remember that I called upon you about the time of the Battle of Bull
Run in 1861 in relation to the engraving of the first U.S. greenbacks, at which time
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you informed me that the matter had been referred to Mr. Cisco of New York City.
The competitors for this work were the American, the National and the New

York Bank Note Co., of the latter of which I was sole owner and proprietor. 170111• let-
ter to me at that time having been delayed four days, gave the other companies oppor-
tunity to secure the work, and I was left with nothing to do, under the necessity of dis-
charging my employees and business almost entirely destroyed. You will remember also
that you advertizedfor proposals to engrave the last hundred millions which were to be
precisely like those already engraved. No one could compete for the work because the
dies were owned by the other companies and it would have been wrong to copy them.
When the last hundred millions was authorized, the Continental Bank Note Company
first approached you. This was my company with a new name. I entered into partner-
ship with the two [illegible] Wilson and their young nephew, Touro Robinson [sic], all
of whom were totally ignorant of the business. You will doubtless remember that you

fa. -cored the Continental but objected to me, although I was the only engraver in the
company. You gave a promise to give one third of the government work to the
Continental and ordered the other companies to give up copies of their dies with which
the greenbacks were made. They desired to possess my share of the stock. "This thing
has arrived at a magnitude that none of us ever dreamed of was their remark when
they were conspiring to have me sell out my interest of thirty thousand dollars for fif-
teen thousand, which, because they were not in funds to make a settlement, they agreed
to pay in weekly installments for three years. In their arguments they laid great stress
in your objection to me. Now Sir, let me assure you that during all this I was your
truest friend. I saved you ftom being swindled by the other companies. I sold out
knowing that the Continental could not execute their first contract without me and so
it proved.

The (illegible) Wilson wrote you about five months afterwards as follows: "July
3, 1863 The most expert and ingenious living artist in bank note work is confessedly
Mr. W.L. Ormsby." "We claim that 11/Ir. Ormsby is a Mall whose integrity is beyond
all honest doubt" "It is of the highest importance to us and to the rapid execution of
government work that Mr. Ormsby should be permitted to enter our service." "Many
of the bonds now in our hands can only be prepared by Mr. Ormsby under the contract
which the Secretaiy has desired us to inspect &c."

They had previously written to Air. Cisco, "Our company is based on Mr. W.L.
Ormsby's establishment." Thus I was the sole founder of the Continental, the sole
engraver, and the sole means of making yourself and the GOVe171711ellt independent of
the American and National companies. I was the means also of placing in the hands of
S.M. Clark a knowledge of the business by my book on bank note engraving — the
only written work in the subject in any written language. The means of forcing the
other companies to surrender their dies, which enabled Mr. Clark to do what he has
done. 1 have carried the Continental through their contract for fives, on the Unit
System — my invention. The fives have not yet been counterfeited. The Continental

This Ormsby note was intended for
the New York City Bank, a bank that
never came into existence, or may
have been a fraudulent scheme from
the start. Notice the crude counter at
each corner and the simple line bor-
der. No other Ormsby note has such
a perplexing match of elaborate
vignette engraving with crude orna-
mental work.
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having become a losing concern, discharged me, who had (obliterated, but probably
"served') them so fully and are now selling out their stock, saving their rich divi-
dends, and not knowing into whose hands the company will pass. I feel that any disas-
ter that may fall upon the Continental Co. will naturally reflect upon me. My desire,
therefore, is that if the company is to be wound up, that I may be in some way
appointed to do it.

In regard to the above facts, I refer to the late President of the Continental B.N.
Co., Edward E. Dunbar, New York, and the Hon. Eli Thayer, New York. A word
from you, will I presume help Mr. McCulloch (who I think is my personal _friend) to a
safe action on the subject. I am now forced into retirement on a farm in the interior
of Connecticut where I had provided a home for my mother, now aged 82 years. Your
action against me, honestly on your part, has had the effect of depriving me of many
well earned professional laurels and or enriching those who do not deserve it to my
entire ruin. I am out of business — all bank note work is now done by Government.
I have many new inventions which I could introduce in the establishment at
Washington and make that establishment the finest in the world.
Yours with respect,
W. L. Ormsby
These letters provide us with many new facts which can be interpreted in

different ways. Some may think that Dunbar's letter to Secretary McCulloch
was simply part of a scheme to get Ormsby placed in charge of the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing, for which Ormsby would then reward Dunbar with a
good position or some other compensation.

But having researched Ormsby and many others at the Continental for
more years than I would care to mention, I think Dunbar was an honest man,
acting out of selfless and honorable instincts in writing this letter to
McCulloch, and that he got it right about both the personal integrity and the
misfortunes of W.L. Ormsby.

Somewhere out there, probably in a bank note collector's personal
library, lies the diary written by Judah Touro Robertson, covering the years
1862-1867, while he was at the Continental. That diary could tell us much
about the everyday operations of the company and possibly something about
the machinations of its officers.

Julian Blanchard had the diary, and presumably owned it, in the early
1950s, when he brought it to a meeting of the New York Chapter of the
Essay-Proof Society and read parts of it to the audience about the "trials and
tribulations of the beginning of the Continental Bank Note Company. . ." 6

I have tried to trace the diary from Blanchard to its present owner, but
without success. I've also searched all of the most likely databases, including
the RLIN and the NUCMC, in case the diary is now owned by a library or
historical society, but again without success. If anyone knows the where-
abouts of this diary, I would greatly appreciate any information.

Note: The author can be reached by writing to his business address,
Toxicology, 5426 N.W. 79th Avenue, Miami, Florida 33166.

6 Essay-Proofjournal, Vol. 9, No. 2, April, 1952, page 123.
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