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Catch Me If You Can!
Currency Printers vs. Counterfeiters
From Canada Green to Cycloidal Configurations

By Q. David Bowers ©

Cat Versus Mouse
A little bit of background....

F- ROM TIME IMMEMORIAL, OR AT LEAST WITHIN THE REALM OF PAPER MONEY
issuance in America, no sooner did a colony, bank, or other entity issue a piece of sound paper money than
counterfeiters set about making their own versions. In colonial times several issues were so heavily coun-
terfeited that even genuine notes were viewed with suspicion almost everywhere, and the designs were

soon replaced with other motifs. The often-repeated warning, "To counterfeit is death," appeared on many early
notes. While quite a few unscrupulous individuals received this ultimate and irreversible penalty, and even more
were punished by cropping of ears and branding, such threats did not seem to do much in deterring others.

Continental Currency bills were so widely counterfeited that blue-tinted reference copies of genuine bills
were made available so that a suspected note could be compared to an original. Nestled in New York City during
the Revolution, indeed until Evacuation Day on November 25, 1783, the British were active counterfeiters of
Continental paper while the war was in progress. The entire issue of May 20, 1777 "Yorktown" (York,
Pennsylvania) notes was so extensively counterfeited that most genuine bills were called in and replaced with later
imprints. Decades later during the Civil War, phony Confederate bills were a popular item for Northerners to buy,
at least as evidenced by extensive advertisements, such as this of October 25, 1862:

REBEL NOTES AND POSTAGE STAMPS. Thirty-five different Rebel Notes, Shinplasters and Postage Stamps
sent, postpaid, on receipt of 50 cents. Trade supplied at 50 cents per 100, or $4 per 1,000. Address S.C. UPHAM,
403 Chestnut Street, Philadelphia
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And this of December 12, 1862:

Facsimile Treasury Notes, exactly like the genuine. $500.00 in Confederate Notes of all denominations, sent by
mail, postage paid, on receipt of $5 by W.E. HILTON, No. I I Spruce Street, NY.

The game goes on, and in September 2005 when I was an invited guest to testify before the congressional
committee supervising the Treasury Department, questioners from the committee expressed great concern about
the "super-notes," fake $100s of incredible quality, coming out of it was said, North Korea.

A curious twist in logic is provided by criminals who did not sell counterfeit bills, but profited from the notion
anyway. This is the "green goods game," so familiar to readers of 19th century Secret Service reports and newspa-
per accounts. The usual method called for the criminal to frequent a bar or other such place, strike up conversa-
tions, and show the "mark" several genuine federal bills, say of the $10 denomination.

"These are counterfeits, but you would never know it! Here, take a couple as a gift and spend them. I'll be
back tomorrow night and we can talk some more."

Hesitantly, the mark spends one bill, then the other. No questions asked. Indeed, these counterfeits are great!
No one can tell them from the genuine!

The next night a deal is made: the mark is to bring, say, $500 in worn currency to the bar, and in exchange the
sharper will deliver $5,000 worth of his freshly-printed counterfeit $10s. The transaction is made, and the mark is
slipped a securely wrapped package of bills. The sharper then heads for the men's room, then out the door to the
street, never to be seen again. The mark opens the package and finds it stuffed with cut strips of blank paper.

What to do? He can't complain that he was cheated and didn't receive the phony bills he paid for.

A Catalyst for Currency Design Changes
Real counterfeits have been so dangerous over the years that they have continually influenced changes in cur-

rency designs. Indeed, "security printing" is the general term for producing bank notes, checks, bonds, and other
documents with security features to deter altering and counterfeiting. Traditionally, the view has been that the
more ornate an engraved design is, the more difficult it is to counterfeit. On the other hand, the Bank of England in
the 1820s and the Bureau of Engraving and Printing in the United States in the early 1890s held that large "open"
spaces on bills were more of a deterrent than complex designs that filled the entire space on the front and back.
Changing the designs of paper money has been a tactic used for hundreds of years, creating new appearances and
motifs to force counterfeiters to create new products. The use of watermarked or tinted paper, colored fiber or silk
threads, and other devices have been popular from time to time. Presently, the Bureau of Engraving and Printing is
combining hold-to-light features, microscopic printing, and other elements in its latest round against worldwide
counterfeiters equipped with high-technology devices. Only the $1 and the occasionally made $2 bills have not been
modified to date.

Numismatically, the cat versus mouse, spy versus counterspy game of currency printer versus counterfeiter has
furnished a panorama of collectible bills. New designs create new collectible types. Counterfeit detecting devices
ranging from bank note reporters and counterfeit detectors to Fractional Currency Shields are highly desired today.

Counterfeit bills themselves are widely collected and often have high values. James A. Haxby's four-volume
study, Standard Catalog of United States Obsolete Bank Notes 1782 - 1866, published in 1988, lists and prices many dif-
ferent kinds of false notes, including bills altered to represent a different bank or a higher denomination, counter-
feits from false plates, and spurious notes, the last being fantasies of bills never issued, sometimes bearing the names
of non-existent banks.

While to a newcomer to numismatics the thought of avidly seeking and buying counterfeits may seem strange,
it has many time-honored traditions. Some of the most valuable coins associated with the Vermont copper series
1785-1788 are contemporary counterfeits, not to overlook the rare 1786 Nova Constellatio copper (no originals of
this date were ever made), and more than just a few copper issues of New York and Connecticut.

The key to the value of counterfeit coins and paper money is the word contemporary. If such pieces were
made contemporary to the original use of genuine pieces, they are collectible today. Modern copies, however, are
worthless (but do provide lively fodder for stupid bargain seekers in many Internet offerings!).

Anti-Counterfeiting Currency Innovations
Books can and have been written on the innovations and procedures adopted by private and government cur-

rency printers to deter counterfeiting. Indeed, in 1957 Kenneth Scott provided us with Countezfeiting in Colonial
America, to add to his other books on phony bills of various colonies, not to forget Murray Teigh Bloom's widely
distributed 1982 text, Money of Their Own, the True Stories of the World's Greatest Counterfeiters, a list to which other
titles can be added.
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For colonial American issues, the use of secret marks, watermarked paper, frequent changes of design, mica
flakes in paper, and other methods were used, culminating in having bills signed by hand by designated officials.

For notes issued by various banks in the era from 1782 to 1866, many anti-counterfeiting techniques were
devised. The most famous was Jacob Perkins' Patent Stereotype Steel Plate (PSST), which saw wide use beginning
in the first decade of the 19th century. So convincing were Perkins' arguments that the state of Massachusetts in
1809 mandated its use on all currency issued by banks within its jurisdiction (which included the Maine district,
which in 1820 became a separate state). For Perkins and his successors the PSST system was a boon, as bills for var-
ious banks in different states could be printed from slug plates quickly put together in a frame, into which slugs
imprinted MASSACHUSETTS, BOSTON, and LAFAYETTE BANK could be quickly inserted, after which
other slugs could be put in for still another bank at a different place.

Abel Brewster was one of several others who devised printing techniques to combat counterfeiting, claiming
circa 1810 that Perkins pirated some of his ideas. In 1852, W.L. Ormsby, in his magnificent Bank Note Engraving
book, espoused the "unit system." Logical in concept, this theory held that if a complex and ornate design were to
be made unique for a given bank and denomination, such a note would be difficult to counterfeit, and notes intend-
ed for one bank or denomination could not be altered to another.

Although the unit system seemed reasonable enough, reality proved it to be unfeasible. There were not
enough engravers in America to produce hundreds of different plates each year. The cost of custom plates would
also be prohibitive, in contrast with the usual practice in the industry of creating standard designs and simply insert-
ing the names of different banks and locations into the plates. As it seems to have turned out, Ormsby produced just
one bill under the unit system for a customer!

During the 1850s a scare arose when it was learned that bank notes, particularly those issued with just black
printing, could be effectively counterfeited by photography. In New England the Association of Banks for the
Suppression of Counterfeiting signed up dozens of banks and issued regular reports. False notes were printed on
photographic paper, which was then artificially aged and made limp, to give it the appearance of an authentic bill
that had been in commerce for a long time. Various defenses were mounted by bank note printing companies, the
best known being the use of colored overprints, called "protectors" or "guards" today. Actually, most such protec-
tors were printed first on a sheet of note paper, after which it was dried and regular designs applied. Commercial
and scientific journals make note of progress, and new innovations were regularly announced in popular newspa-
pers.

It was said by some that the color red could not be photographed and on a false note would appear solid black.
Thus, a red overprint furnished a safeguard. Perhaps most popular, however, was green, the "Patent Green Tint" or
"Canada Green" devised by Dr. Sterry Hunt, a Canadian who registered it in 1857 under Canadian patent no. 715
and U.S. patent 17,688. Such action did not indicate that the Patent Office had approved of its claimed merits.
However, it looked good in advertising and publicity. The license passed to Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson, who
promoted it heavily in mailings to banks. "PATENTED 30 JUNE 1857" was boldly printed on bills with this tint,
said to have been made with the ink of sesqui-oxide of chromium, a name at once mystical and marvelous enough to
have been used on a patent medicine.

RWH&E was merged in 1858 into the American Bank Note Company (ABNCo), which kept up the beat for
what was generally referred to in the trade as "Canada green." When Demand Notes were printed by the American
Bank Note Company in 1861, they employed this tint, for which the government paid a surcharge of $5 per thou-
sand impressions. Then in 1862 came the widely circulated Legal Tender Notes (United States Notes). The green
reverses of the latter gave rise to the term "greenbacks" still in use today. Green has been called "the color of
money," and its origin is as a defense against counterfeiting.

The National Bank Note Company, formed in New York City in 1 859, quickly became an important player
in the production of bills for state-chartered banks, but with volume that measured a distant second to ABNCo.
Most of their product included the inscription, "Patented April 23, 1860." This so-called innovation was reviewed
by competitor W.L. Ormsby, a curmudgeon whose sometimes telling comments were not appreciated by others in
the trade. He found that the essence of National's claim was:

1st. The combination in repetition of the valuation or denomination, and the configuration.
2d. Combined use in repetition of the valuation or denomination with the title of the institution or corpora-

tion, and the configuration of the geometric cycloidal waved-line or rosette.
These "cycloidal configurations," as Ormsby called them, were nothing more than gobbledygook and non-

sense he wrote. Still, many numismatists of today agree that National's notes are among the most colorful and
attractive of the 1860s. The cycloidal configurations joined the Patent Green Tint as a feature of many federal notes
in the same era.
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A Gallery of Anti-Counterfeiting Styles
Shown below are selected obsolete currency notes from the 1 9th century, together with selected federal issues,

illustrating several different plans, ideas, and innovations devised to deter counterfeiting, alteration, and other abus-
es of paper money.

Perkins' Patent Stereotype Steel Plate Notes

One of the earlier styles of Perkins notes, this a $2 for the Farmers Exchange Bank of Gloucester, Rhode Island. In this instance the bill
was genuine, but the bank itself was a fraud! Jacob Perkins' Patent Stereotype Steel Plate (PSST), launched in the early 1800s, was the
best known of the anti-counterfeiting systems. Explained in detail in the writer's Obsolete Currency Issued by United States Banks 1782-
/ 866 and other texts, the system had several features: The face printing plate was made up of components locked together in a frame,
permitting border elements and other features to be changed, and to create notes with intricate lettering and decorations in a fraction of
the time it would have taken to hand engrave a custom plate. Slugs with the name of the bank, town, and state could be inserted into
openings, permitting suitable printing plates to be made quickly and inexpensively.

Detail of the $2 Perkins note showing the Patent Stereotype Steel Plate imprint.

Later and more intricate style of Perkins Patent Stereotype Steel Plate, this for a $1 note of the Bank of Winthrop in Maine. Inserted slugs
reading MAINE, BANK OF WINTHROP, and WINTHROP identify the issuer and location. By using slug plates, Perkins made hundreds of
different varieties for many banks, particularly in New England.
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Detail of some of the intricate engraving on the Bank of Winthrop $1 note.

Back of the Winthrop $1 note showing the Perkins Patent Check Plate. The idea was to take a suspected counterfeit and fold the note so

that the edge of part of the segmented back design could be aligned with that on a note known to be genuine. A phony note would likely

be off-register. As an extra printing step was involved, the Patent Check Plate back was usually employed only on higher denomination

bills from $5 upward, and not consistently. The writer has found no contemporary accounts of the Check Plate being widely used by

bankers, merchants, and others, but it was widely promoted by Perkins and his successor, the New England Bank Note Company.

Close up of Patent Steel Stereotpe Check Plate back revealing the intricate checking features.
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Later style Patent Stereotype Steel Plate note incorporating vignette illustrations. The plate had inserted slugs for THE OXFORD BANK,

FRYEBURG, and STATE OF MAINE. Although not much publicity was given to this shortcoming until the 1850s, Perkins plate notes were

among the easiest to alter, a boon for fraudsters who bought up worthless Perkins notes from insolvent banks and bleached out the slug

imprints, replacing them with imprints of solvent banks. In still other and rarer instances, phony slug plates were made with intricate

details (often irregular in quality, if examined under magnification), and fake slugs were added—in effect giving counterfeiters the same

speed and efficiency that the Perkins enterprise itself enjoyed!

$3 note of the Duxbury (Massachusetts) Bank with a Perkins Patent Stereotype Steel Plate face combined with a Congreve Patent Check

Plate back, the last either copying or licensed from an innovation of Sir William Congreve of England. The face is from a slug plate, with

THE DUXBURY BANK, DUXBURY, and MASSACHUSETTS inserted.

Back of the Duxbury $3 note. The Congreve Patent Check Plate was used by the New England Bank Note Company on selected issues of

the 1830s, after which it seems to have been discontinued.
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The Curious Starr Patent System

A curious and are advertising note dated February 10, 1824, advertising E. & C. Starr's patent process. With multiple denominations, 1 to

50 dollars, it is imprinted for the Mechanics Bank in the City of New York. W.L. Ormsby called it a "typographical colored printing  plan."

Apparently, the idea was short-lived, as little is known of the process today.

Notes by W.L. Ormsby

Having the elements in a note's design equal in number to the denomination was an idea used by several engravers. This $3 1856 note by

VV.L. Ormsby for the State Bank of LeCompton, Kansas shows three cherubs. Its back (below) has three lobes each with hundreds of tiny

"3" numerals. It would have been virtually impossible to have altered this bill to a higher denomination.
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Ormsby's $5 note for the State Bank of LeCompton, with five cherubs. Back of the $5 Ormsby note has five connected circles each with
hundreds of tiny "5" numerals and, for good measure, a portrait of George Washington.

In his 1852 book, Bank Note Engraving, W.L. Ormsby advanced the "unit system" as the only foolproof way to create bills that could not
be easily counterfeited or altered. Under this scheme, each denomination of each bank was to have is own distinctive panoramic design
completely covering the face of the note, with the bank name and denomination an integral part of the design. The idea proved impracti-
cal, and so far as is known, just one note was ever created for a bank customer, the $1 for the Carroll County Bank of Sandwich, New
Hampshire, this in 1855. All of Ormsby's other notes, hundreds of different, were made in the regular style used by other engravers, with
standard vignettes and inserted bank names and addresses.
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For the Mercantile Bank of Washington, D.C. in the early 1860s W.L. Ormsby, trading as the New York Bank Note Company, created this
unusual tinted note with reddish brown to the left, black at the center, and green to the right. The $2 denomination was repeated dozens
of times in the border.

A Popular Suite of Vermont Notes

For the West River Bank of Jamaica, Vermont, the New York firm of Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson created a suite of four notes of the
$1, $2, $3, and $5 denomination, each represented by a cherub or like number of putti (wingless cherubs) and Liberty Seated silver dol-
lars. By fortunate numismatic happenstance a hoard of unissued sheets survived, making them readily available to collectors today. The
same designs were used for bills of certain other banks and in all instances are scarcer. Notes also have a red "protector" or "guard".

_______41111111111R1
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Red Overprinting—Good and Bad

italatitY141 ):°J.LirlV 31"	 _ --A eq6 R .1 	31.

Authentic note of the Mechanics Bank, New York City, with red overprinting at the ends, a security feature. It was thought that counter-

feiters using cameras could not reproduce such bills, as the red would appear solid black in a photograph.
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Authentic note of the Bank of Fernandina (Florida) with red overprinting at the ends.

A completely phony bill with red overprinted ends, purportedly from the Commercial Bank of Burlington, Vermont. To save time the
counterfeiters printed the signatures of bank officers, while for genuine notes of various issuers nearly all were hand signed. As these bills
were worthless in their time and never redeemed, they turn up with some frequency today, usually offered as genuine, or without com-
ment, implying that they are authentic.

The Lyman Patent

George D. Lyman devised and patented a layout for bank bills, consisting of two panels, one with vignettes, occupying the left side of the
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note, and the other without vignettes but with spaces for signatures, at the right side, the entire printed with a patterned reddish orange

background. The idea was to have the panels of different sizes for different denominations, with, for example, a $1 bill to have a large
left-side panel and small right-side one, a $2 bill to have the panels both the same size, etc. The innovation never proved popular, and
only a few banks ever issued such bills. Shown are $2, $3, and $5 Lyman Patent notes and a detail of the $5 explaining the Lyman plan.
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The Seropyan Patent

In 1856 Christopher D. Seropyan published a circular telling of his chemical methods to prevent counterfeiting by "photographic,”
"antistatic," "photo-lithographic," "transfer," and other nefarious practices, the maker including an endorsement from Professor Emeritus
Benjamin Silliman of Yale, one of the most famous scientists and writers of the era. "The protection which I offer against counterfeit-
ing...does not depend upon the tint of the paper, but upon the translucent blue ink (which is exclusively prepared by myself) and the solid
surface of the paper." Seropyan's patent seems to have been used only for a few notes circa 1856. Those seen have had yellow or butter-
scotch color imprints, not blue. Shown here is a $1 of the Elm City Bank of New Haven, and a detail of the patent line.

Not to be outdone, it seems that the New Haven Bank in the same location as the Elm City Bank employed a local printer, Punderson, to
overprint some of its notes in yellow, without any mention of the Seropyan patent. This rare note from the Schingoethe Collection also
features the popular motif, "Eliot Preaching to the Indians."
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A Beautiful Note, But from Where?

It seems that some con artists paid a call on Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson and convinced the firm to print a batch of $10 and $20

notes for the New England Bank of Fairmount, Maine. No such bank was ever seriously contemplated, and the issues are fantasies.

Otherwise the note is a triumph of engraving art by the largest company in the business at that time! It may be correct to call these gen-

uine notes from a non-existent bank. The term "spurious" is used for such issues today.

"Canada Green" All Over the Place

Patent Green Tint on a $5 note of the Strafford Bank, Dover, New Hampshire. The printing plate was made by Toppan, Carpenter & Co.,

which in 1858 became a part of the new American Bank Note Co. ABNCo stamped its monogram "ABC" on the plate (just below the Sin

STRAFFORD) and applied "Canada green" on the face, together with the patent date "30 June 1857" just below the cashier's signature

see detail).

isr- Please turn to page 306
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Currency Printers vs. Counterfeiters
Continued from page 256

Patent Green Tint on a bill of the Morris County Bank of Morristown, New Jersey, and detail of the imprint.

The Patent Green Tint was copied by others, as neither ABNCo nor anyone else had a monopoly on using this color. Shown is a spurious
note of 1862, with no engraver's imprint, for the Government Bank of Washington, DC. Apparently, such notes were printed as a fraud to
deceive those who might have thought it was connected with the federal government. The writer has located no contemporary records
relating to such an institution. The vignette is dramatic and shows an eagle taking lightning and electricity from the sea, with ships in the
background, a topic relating to the laying of the Atlantic Cable (completed in 1858).
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"Cycloidal Configurations" to the Fore

Bills of the National Bank Note Company using the rosettes, repeated arcs and circles, and curlicues under its 1860 patent were printed in
several different colors, including bright green, orange, and red. This system was employed as an overprint in the field and also, in black,
as part of the counters. Shown here are an 1860 $10 note of the Citizens Bank of Louisiana and selected details.
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A $10 note made by National Bank Note Co. for the Wyoming Bank of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and details.
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Above: National Bank Note Company imprint located to the right
below the portrait. Right: additionally on Fr. 41 the NBNCo
imprint appeared at the left border. On Fr. 41a the ABNCo
imprint appeared at the left border.

Far right: Detail of one of the two counters on the $2 note, illus-
trating the cycloidal configuration rosette style.
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American and National Bank Note Co. Patents on Federal Notes

In the early 1860s the American Bank Note Company and the National Bank Note Company were the two most important printers of bills
for the federal government. Many of these used the 1857 and 1860 patented systems, for which the government paid a royalty. Face of a
Series of 1862 $2 Legal Tender Note, Friedberg-41, with one side printed by National and the other by American, an arrangement that
increased security. Patent dates of June 30, 1857, and April 23, 1860, shown in enlarged detail refer to American's "Patent Green Tint"
and National's "cycloidal configurations," both heralded as anti-counterfeiting systems. (Note is illustrated at 75%)
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Left: detail of the American Bank Note Co. patent under the denomination counter at the upper right of the note. This covered the general
use of the "Patent Green Tint" in various areas of the face and on the back, hence the nickname "greenback." Right: National patent for

the "cycloidal configuration" located at the border to the left of the bottom of the portrait.
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