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Waterman Lily Ormsby, Idealist
Q. David Bowers

Introduction

I
N MANY FIELDS OF COMMERCIAL ENDEAVOR, PARTICI-
pants can be divided into scientists and inventors and, usually separately,
successful businessmen (or women). Sometimes the twain do meet, as
with Thomas Alva Edison or Edwin Land, but such seems to be the

exception rather than the rule.
In the field of 19th century bank note engravers of the pre-Bureau of

Engraving and Printing era, the figure of Waterman Lily Ormsby looms large.
At once he was a brilliant inventor, skilled mechanic, gifted artist, talented
writer, and potential business mogul.

From his viewpoint his inventions and innovations reduced the accom-
plishments of his rivals in the bank-note engraving and printing business to
mere amateurs. He compiled a long listing of their mistakes, missteps, and
poor practices, making their printed bills easy to counterfeit. On the other
hand, nobody but nobody could or ever did counterfeit a "unit system" note
devised by Ormsby.

However, there was a problem: Despite his having built dozens of better
bank-note printing mousetraps, the world did not beat a path to his door. His
competitors dismissed him as an eccentric, and most of his business prospects
placed their orders with the likes of the American Bank Note Co. instead.

In April 1862, Ormsby reiterated his own brilliance and the merits of his
system and, to inform naïve bankers around the country, carefully catalogued
the poor systems used by his competitors, in a 45-page publication titled
Cycloidal Configurations, or the Harvest of Counterfeiters, with the continuing sub-
title, "Containing Matter of the Highest Importance concerning Paper Money,
also Explaining the Unit System of bank note Engraving." The imprint was of
W.L. Ormsby, Proprietor of the New York Bank Note Co., 50 Wall St.

These sample paragraphs give an idea of his tone:

But it is not true that I am thus ignored in my profession as my rivals would
have the public believe. The fruits of my labors are everywhere where engraving
is used. There is hardly one in the profession unindebted to my inventions for
the facilities of carrying on his business, and even the monopoly engraving com-
panies, employ to this day, machines invented by me, and often parade as speci-
men sheets, work executed by me twenty years ago, and much inferior to my later
productions. It will be found, too, that my latest improvements have been
infringed upon, without credit.

I allude to the work of the Kaleidograph, which is the only new quality of
Engraving that has been invented since the year 1818; and which is peculiarly
valuable for Bank Note purposes as affording a substitute for Geometrical lathe
work equally beautiful and more secure against counterfeiting. The texture of its
work is as readily distinguished from lathe work, as that of silk is from cotton
goods.
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Ormsby's Early Life
W.L. Ormsby, as he signed himself in his works, was born Waterman

Lily Ormsby in 1809 at Hampton, CT. Of his early life he disclosed little in
his abundant writings, but we know that he showed an aptitude for art and
mechanics. As a teenager in 1825 he was a "young blacksmith in William
Cobb's shop" in Rochester, NY. It would seem that this was his intended
career. However, he seems to have aspired to higher art than that afforded by
the forge and anvil.

In 1829 he was enrolled in the National Academy of Design, apparently
seeking competency in engraving. Around the same time Tracy R. Edson, later
(1860) named as the president of the American Bank Note Co., "and the writer
were boys and fellow apprentices together in 1827, '28, '29, and '30."

Tracy Edson went on to a highly successful, if somewhat checkered busi-
ness career, the latter arising from his complication, per a congressional inves-
tigation, of trying to bribe a certain Treasury Department official—with the
hope of shutting down the government Currency Bureau that was engaged in
printing Fractional Currency in Washington. However, Edson's biography is
not further relevant here.

On his part, Ormsby's innate skills became apparent, and soon he pro-
duced illustrations from engraved plates, some in Albany, NY, and others for
the firm of Carter, Andrews & Co., of Lancaster, MA.

In 1841, Long-worth's New-York Directory listed him as William [sic] L.
Ormsby, engraver, 142 Nassau Street.

Ormsby, Bank Note Engraver
By his own account, in 1842 he began the business of bank note engrav-

ing. No listing of his work has ever been compiled, but the relative scarcity of
his bills today suggests that he was not among the volume producers in the
field. In 1844 he engraved the plate to produce one of two stamps used by the
American Letter Mail Co., a private post. He signed the work at the bottom
edge, "Engraved by W.L. Ormsby."

He also became a fluent writer, either from training or innate ability, and
in print expressed himself clearly and in a highly readable manner, often inter-
weaving classical references, metaphors, and philosophical tidbits. It is clear
that he was a student of human nature. At the same time he was a curmud-
geon, as noted in the preceding text, never losing an opportunity to criticize
the actions of others, particularly his competitors, who as a class he viewed
incompetent, immoral, or both, sacrificing art for profit.

Face and back (following) of a "Unit System" bill created by W.L.
Ormsby, this from an 1854 broadside illustrating certain of his innovations.
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The concept proposed that the face of a bill be dominated by a scene that
was unique for a given bank and denomination. That is, the same illustration
would not be used on any other value of bill nor would it be made available to
any other customer. The back consisted of the bank's name plus a repeated
number or letters referring to the denomination in question, here many 0, N,
and E letters. Accordingly, altering the bill to another value or to represent
another bank was virtually if not completely impossible.

With such a system, Ormsby felt that bankers from all over the country
would abandon their relationships with other bank note companies and flock to
him. Reality proved to be somewhat different. (Courtesy of Eric P. Newman)

Bank Note Engraving (1852)
In 1852 his impressive book, Bank Note Engraving, was published in New

York and London, an exposition of the title subject that remains definitive
today. At the time he was at 12 Vesey Street, close to the famous Astor House
hotel. During the era he was riding high, enjoying a fine reputation earned
from producing many high-quality illustrations for books as well as labels and
other works. He used as his trade style, New York Bank Note Co., several
times observing that it was not incorporated, probably a reflection of his dis-
dain for corporations and "big business." Ormsby felt that the field belonged
to artistic engravers, and he railed against corporate executives who simply pur-
chased groups of dies made by others, and used them to produce new notes,
scarcely with an eye to quality or tradition.

This work is valuable per se for the basic information it gives on engraving
and bank note printing, and was written especially for bank directors and offi-
cers. His competitors are described as having poor processes and with little
knowledge to create notes that could not be easily counterfeited. In contrast,
Ormsby's methods were described as absolutely foolproof, a counterfeiter's
nemesis.

Despite Ormsby's highly readable text and, in many instances, logical
conclusions, bankers did not flock to his door to utilize his "unit" or whole-
vignette method of engraving. Under this process, the entire face of a note
would be devoted to a specific scene—such as goddesses or a landscape—
unique to a specific bank and bill denomination. In that way, a bill could not
be altered to another denomination, as this would involve re-doing the entire
plate. Nor could the bills of one bank be altered to give the name of another,
for no other bank would have the same vignette.

The book achieved limited distribution in its time, and may have been
used by Ormsby to solicit business, rather than published as a trade book. One
particular copy was presented to Franklin Pierce, of New Hampshire, presi-
dent-elect of the United States, via this letter:
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New York Jan 31 1853
Dear Sir:
Allow me to present you with a copy of my late work on Bank Note

Engraving which will explain the cause of the vast amount of counterfeiting in
this country. This is the first publication on this subject, and it is daily growing
more and more important to every person in the community.

I beg permission to call on you, at some future time, when my plans for
constructing bank notes to prevent forgery are mature, that I may have an oppor-
tunity of convincing you of the utter insecurity of our present paper money, and
the necessity of Legislative action on the subject.

At present I will only ask your attention to the important requisites of a
Bank Note which constitute its value - there are but two - first that the Bank be
good - second that the note be genuine. The people loose [sic] more by counter-
feiting money than by broken banks. It is therefore of as much importance to the
poor people to have the note genuine as it is to have the Bank good.

It is my object and aim to instruct the people in the art of Bank Note
Engraving to the end that our General Banking Laws may be amended, so that
they should define no less particularly the manner in which a note must be
engraved than the manner in which the bank must be organized.

Many of the counterfeit bills in circulation are absolutely the work of the
original engravers. Counterfeiters obtained their work in spite of their utmost
efforts to prevent it. This is all owing to the patch-work system of constructing
the note and the use of dies in the engraving of plates.

My plan is to have a Bank Note one design or picture, with all the lettering
interwoven in it. The whole to be engraved on the plate by the hand of the artist
with out the use of dies. A counterfeiter then would be obliged to do the work
himself instead of employing others who do not know for what purpose their
work is to be used.

On turning to page 52 you will learn how a counterfeit plate of a five hun-
dred dollar Treasury note was engraved for a counterfeiter by the very engraver
who executed the original plates! Such things have frequently occurred - the mat-
ter is seriously alarming to every business man. Any encouragement which I may
receive from you will be gracefully received by

Your most obedient humble Sevt,
W. L. Ormsby

The flyleaf of this copy is inscribed, "Presented to Gen. Frank. Pierce by
his humble Sevt. The author W.L. Ormsby."

Ormsby's Inventions
By 1862 he claimed these inventions:
1. Ruling machine for straight and waved lines: 1832
2. Ruling machine for medallion, upright: 1833
3. Ruling machine for medallion, horizontal: 1834
4. Automaton operator of the above: 1834
5. Hardened steel dies for Iris Buttons made with the above: 1835
6. Machine for engraving on Colt's pistols: 1836
7. Machine for registering the movements of bank note printing presses:

1839
8. Kaleidoscopic combinations of geometrical lathe work: 1839
9. Improvements on the Bogardus transfer press: 1840
10. The grammagraph for engraving map letters: 1841
11. Machine for engraving piano and carriage plates: 1842
12. Machine for engraving on metal combs: 1842
13. Engravers' rolettes: 1844
14. The Kaleidograph: 1846
15. Mathematical instrument for turning minute circles and ovals: 1849
16. THE UNIT SYSTEM of engraving bank notes: 1851
17. Geometrical lathe combining the Rose engine: 1854



	i• , --,/,,,/ 1, J/ 	 ._, :. .... fr/arid/..). 7 ,...,,,„

-1 Pi /eroi'i. i, ,, r ;YR/T-1w/ F !,01,7,lit-'1% ,./ 4 /,,
\r"------

.) ) )	 r . ''% ,. 7/ CVes1we'Vyak F 0 UR----	 !
l 	 A

_ 	 --- - 	
4 k • 7;0 A-4k1.4• 0 41010 5 r 0 71'  1'P ,tV t -

292 	  July/August 2004 • Whole No. 232 • PAPER MONEY

18. Machine for engraving on wood: 1855
19. Machine for engraving on pencil cases: 1857
20. Machine for engraving on locket and watch cases: 1858
21. Ruling machine combining cycloidal, geometrical, straight, and waved

lines: 1858
22. Improvement in engraving metal signs: 1859
23. Machine for printing steel plates in two or more colors: 1860
24. Kaleido Mosaic Engraving: 1861

Concept of the Unit System of Bank Note Engraving
The "Unit System," first advanced in 1852 by Ormsby in Bank-Note

Engraving, was Ormsby's logical idea of devoting a single large vignette across
the front of a bill, such vignette to be unique to a given bank and denomina-
tion. Accordingly, no similar bills existed on other banks, to be altered, and the
raising of a denomination would be noticed immediately, for the rest of the bill
would be wrong.

Then and today, the idea seems to be perfectly logical. In the 1850s there
were various general methods of creating bank notes, of which the following
were the most popular. As the comparisons may be of general interest to pre-
sent readers, I illustrate examples and give my comments as to the advantages
and disadvantages of each. The terms are mine, as there was no standard
nomenclature in place at the time.

Engraved Text Plate
This early $4 bill of the Cheshire Bank, Keene, NH was printed from a

hand-engraved copper plate. At the upper left is a small vignette. Many bills
of state-chartered banks of the late 18th and very early 19th centuries are from
such plates, before the Perkins plates became popular.

Advantages: Such plates could be engraved and printed inexpensively and
often with local or regional talent.

Disadvantages: Counterfeiters could and did reproduce such plates with
ease. In the absence of distinguishing features (except for the tiny vignette) this
bill was not particularly distinctive and would be difficult to describe in a list of
suspicious bills.

Early Slug Plate (Perkins System)
Jacob Perkins of Newburyport, MA invented and popularized the slug

plate, whereby openings were left in the face of the plate to permit insertion of
a bank's name and town. At the left the emblem indicates that this plate was
suitable for any bank in Massachusetts. This style was also called the Patent
Stereotype Steel Plate. Collectors call this the "Perkins plate" style.

Advantages: As no special plate had to be made, these bills could be print-
ed quickly and inexpensively. The myriad tiny letters, spelling out the denomi-
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nation, made it impossible to alter the bill to a higher denomination.
Disadvantages: If a bank that had a large number of these bills failed, the

worthless notes could be bought up, the name of the bank and town effaced,
and the identification of a sound bank substituted. This was a popular fraud.

Later Slug Plate with Stock Vignettes
Two $3 bills, one of The Bank of Orleans, Irasburgh, VT; and the other

of the Carroll County Bank, Sandwich, NH (courtesy Sandwich Historical
Society). Although the vignettes are ornate and each background lettering,
there are only three points of difference, where slugs were inserted: the bank
name, town, and state. This general style of bill, made by Rawdon, Wright,
Hatch & Edson (often with the imprint of its 50%-owned branch, the New
England Bank Note Co.), was very popular and used by dozens of different
banks. When one failed, there was a rush by speculators to buy up its notes for
alteration purposes. Both of the illustrated notes are likely alterations.
(Courtesy of the Swasey Collection).

Advantages: These bills were cheap and could be printed quickly. The
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tiny letters forming part of the background (a Perkins innovation) were a deter-
rent to raising the value of the bill.

Disadvantages: They could be easily altered by effacing the name of the
bank, town, and state. This was done frequently and so effectively that many of
the bills in numismatic hands today (including all of the Carroll County bills I
have seen) are alterations.

Custom Plate with Stock Vignettes
$1 bill made by Toppan, Carpenter & Co. for the Bank of Orange

County, Chelsea, Vermont. The plate was made to order, using stock vignettes
selected by the bank's officers, and with the bank name an integral part of the
plate (not a removable slug).

Advantages: This type of bill was distinctive, showcased the bank's name,
and was fairly difficult to alter.

Disadvantages: Higher denominations (usually $10 or above) of failed
banks were often altered by carefully removing the bank name or part of the
bank name, and the location, and adding the name of a sound bank.

Unit System (Ormsby System)
Ormsby's unit system was employed on only a few known bank notes, but

those that exist are very attractive, as here.
The $1 of the Carroll County Bank, Sandwich, NH also includes the por-

trait of its president, Daniel Hoit. Ormsby came to New Hampshire to per-
sonally meet with bank officials and go over details of the various denomina-
tions. (Swasey Collection)

The $3 of the Drovers Bank, Salt Lake City, UT was made for the occa-
sion and depicts cattle—the business of drovers. The denomination, however,
was not an integral part of the vignette. (Private Collection)

Advantages: The panoramic vignette was very attractive to users of the
bills. The distinctive vignette was a deterrent to counterfeiting.
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Disadvantages: These bills were expensive to print and took a long time
to prepare. Also, per bank correspondence (in the author's possession, part of a
file being gathered for possible book-length treatment), it was found that after
the unit style notes were in circulation for a short time, and carried in purses or
packets, they appeared to be more dirty and less attractive than did standard
bills with smaller vignettes and more open space.

Economic Reality Takes Precedence
As convincing as Ormsby's "Unit System" seems today, few bank officers

took notice of it, and the idea died soon after birth. Stated simply, the advan-
tages against counterfeiting were more than outweighed by the expense and
time it took to prepare such bills. Moreover, most of the other leading bank
note companies banded together to discredit Ormsby and, further, to state that
their own innovations were even better safeguards against alterations, such
including color-printed backgrounds, green tints, etc., a long list, as in this
effort by Peyton:

Detecting Counterfeits
In March 1856, George Peyton wrote and published a small, hardbound

book of 45 pages plus plates, under a lengthy name that, in its entirety, essen-
tial comprised a table of contents. Such sesquipedalian titles were hardly
uncommon in the era, this per the title page: How to Detect Counterfeit  Bank
Notes; or, an Illustrated Treatise on the Detection of Counterfeit, Altered, and
Spurious Bank Notes, with Original Bank Note Plates and designs, by Rawdon,
Wright, Hatch & Edson, Bank Note Engravers, of New-York, the Whole Forming an
Unerring Guide, by which Every Person Can, on Examination, Detect Spurious Bank
Notes of Every Description, No matter How Well Executed They May Appear.

Likely, most used the short title on the cover, How to Detect Counterfeit
Bank Notes. Peyton, whose address was 418 Broadway, styled himself as an
exchange broker who had been in that line of business for 15 years. Associated
in the project, and perhaps its sponsor, was the highly regarded New York
firm, Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson, bank note engravers and printers,
whose products were widely known. Two years later the partnership would
become a vital component of the new American Bank Note Company.

This volume was intended for distribution to bankers, and seems to have
been Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson's response to W.L. Ormsby's 1852 text
on bank note engraving. Ormsby's thesis was that individual vignettes
arranged on a plate were an invitation to counterfeiting, and that such bills
could be easily reproduced, even by a teenager. Such individual vignettes were
the mainstay of the Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson business, and, according-
ly, the idea of using multiple "stock" illustrations on a bill was viewed by them
as being the best technique. A reference to Ormsby is given by this mention of
a person unnamed:
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"Two or three years since, an engraver of this city, supposed he had hit
upon a method which was perfect, and wrote a book to prove its value, but, I
believe it has been but in one instance adopted.

Indeed, it would be a very difficult matter to invent a method, or system
of engraving bank notes, that would be superior to the one used at the present
time...."

Peyton was correct in his statement, as all that Ormsby had to show for
the full adoption of his system was a particular $1 bill he had created for the
Carroll County Bank of Sandwich, NI-I with the date of January 1, 1855. The
Drovers Bank bills of Salt Lake City were created after Peyton finished his
book and, in any event, were not completely panoramic—as the denomination
and bank name was not part of the vignette.

$2 bill made by Ormsby for the Exchange Bank, Hartford, Connecticut,
in 1856. This style, with different small vignettes used to make up the plate,
was no different from the procedure used by his competitors.

Ormsby himself bowed to reality, and while he was able to interest a few
banks in his "Unit System," for certain of the same banks he also offered the
cheaper style of stock vignettes. Although he gave public lectures on the "Unit
System" and kept extolling its virtues into the 1860s, few if any new customers
materialized. His known notes after the mid-1850s are all of the small-vignette
style.

In the early 1860s he sought without success to obtain a government
printing contract for Legal Tender Notes, giving as the thrust of his presenta-
tion that his competitors were all unskilled, bills produced by them could be
easily counterfeited, etc., and, again, telling of his "Unit System." His plea fell
on deaf ears, and he protested that the awards to the American Bank Note Co.
and others were fraudulent.

The Continental Bank Note Co.
The Continental Bank Note Co. began operation in January 1863; initial-

ly they occupied the upper four floors at 114 Greenwich St., New York City, a
building owned by U.S. Treasury official J.P. Cisco. Cisco, U.S. Treasury rep-
resentative in that city, was closely associated with the Sub-Treasury and Assay
Office, and a Lincoln administration holdover from the Buchanan presidency.
Cisco's biography provides interesting reading.

W.L. Ormsby was hired as the new company's main engraver, with the
hope that his expertise would give the enterprise a fast start. His impressive
salary of $5,000 must have been one of the highest in the field. One of
Ormsby's own transfer presses was purchased for $1,000, and used for siderog-
raphy or transferring impressions from one die to another. He was on the pay-
roll of Continental in 1867, and perhaps later. His son, W.L. Ormsby, Jr., was
also an employee for many years, in addition to other professional activities.
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As events demonstrated, Continental was born in the twilight of the note-
issuing era of state-chartered banks. In the same year the National Banking
Act sowed the seeds of destruction of the long-established currency privilege
enjoyed by such banks, and after July 1, 1866, such notes would no longer cir-
culate, as a federal tax of 10% was levied on their use.

From 1863 through early 1866, most banks desiring notes simply ordered
them from existing plates, like as not in the possession of the American Bank
Note Co. Few cared to switch suppliers, and most of the handful of newly
organized banks preferred to stay with the tried and true American firm, rather
than a newcomer such as Continental. Still there was business to be done,
including in the less competitive field of stock certificates, legal documents, and
other engravings.

Waterman Lily Ormsby died in Brooklyn, NY on November 1, 1883.
Today, in the annals of Americana, his son, Waterman, Jr., is better remem-
bered, as the first citizen to ride the Overland Express west to San Francisco,
an experience which he chronicled in a series of dispatches published by his
New York City newspaper employer.

As to W.L. Ormsby's bills, few collectors today have made any particular
specialty of them, and, in general the attribution of bills to engravers and
engraving firms seems to be of so little significance that the majority of auction
listings do not bother to include such information.

I find Ormsby to be one of the more interesting "characters" on the
American currency stage, and if any readers have further information I would
appreciate correspondence. I have been toying with the idea of writing a book
on bank note engravers and companies prior to 1866 (the end of the state bank
currency issuing period).

A Denton County NB Photo
I PREVIOUSLY WROTE ABOUT DENTON

 County National Bank in my article, the "National
Banks in Denton, Texas, and Their Notes" that
appeared in Whole No. 202. With the help of Robert
H. Caldwell, Jr., whose father was an assistant cashier
for the bank in the early 1920s, I came into possession

of a picture that shows
Mr. Caldwell's father and
the cashier, R.M. Barns,
whose signature appears
on Third Charter and
small size notes. Three
other employees are also
pictured. I found this pic-
ture very interesting.
Several characteristics of
the bank building
remained the same
through the years. You
can also spot a couple of
early banking machines,
plus one of the two vaults
in the background. How
I would love to see what
notes were on hand!
Certainly, a snapshot of
small town Texas bank-
ing.
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