
Washington Lottery Dealer Issues Small Notes 
by James C. Ehrhardt 

Banks were the primary issuers of obsolete currency, but during times of financial stress 
many merchants and other private individuals issued notes with little backing except their 
personal credit. This scrip, usually in small denominations, was vital for ensuring the flow of 
commerce and today provides us with a fascinating field of study. 

I recently acquired a piece of scrip which led me on a lengthy course of research. While 
on a vacation, I visited the shop of a coin dealer with whom I had become friends.  He knew of 
my interest in currency and showed me an item he had recently acquired. It was an intact, well-
circulated 12 ½ cent note from Washington dated 1837. Because my principal collecting interest 
is Iowa national bank notes, I didn't know much about it. Its primary signature was hard to read, 
and it gave no indication whether it came from Washington, DC, or another similarly-named 
community. 

The piece is illustrated below. It is about 6” x 2.5”, uniface, engraved, with no 
imprint, and a hand-written date of Aug. 7, 1837 in brown ink, and. The text reads 
“Washington, 183/On demand I promise to pay to the bearer hereof,/Twelve and a Half 
Cents,/in current money, when presented in sums of one dollar or upwards at my/office./
Clerk." Vignettes and counters are, left to right, standing female (appears to be cropped from a 
larger engraving), 12 ½ in oval die, young girl by stream with buildings and workers in field in 
background, 12 ½ in oval die, sailors in a boat with two square-rigged sailing ships behind. 
The latter vignette may have been taken from an engraving of the landing of Columbus. The 
signatures in brown ink are J. B. Philips, Clerk, and John D. Emack. It is in Fine condition. I 
will designate this a Type I note. 

The signature of the clerk, J. B. Philips, is clear. Mr. Philips is listed in the 1840 federal 
census of Washington, DC, as being employed in manufacture or trade. His household consisted 
of 12 individuals including one female slave. After many failed attempts, I finally deciphered the 
issuer's signature as John D. Emack. John Duke Emack was born in Washington, DC, on 23 
September 1801. His father, William Emack, had emigrated from Ireland and was said to be one 
of the earliest settlers of Washington. John's middle name was taken from his mother, Ann 
Jackson Duke. In 1826 he was an officer in the Washington Masonic Lodge and was Secretary to 
the Common Council (City Council) of Washington. By early 1833 he was in business for 

Figure 1. John D. Emack note, Washington, DC, Type I 
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himself and advertised in the Daily National Intelligencer for Emack's New Lottery Office at No. 
1 Pennsylvania Avenue, near Mrs. Ronckendorff's, selling tickets for the Grand Consolidated 
Lottery, the Maryland State Lottery, and the Union Canal Lottery. 

He continued to advertise lotteries 
through 1839, although his office was listed at 
other addresses in downtown Washington. 
Lotteries for state and private purposes were 
very popular at the time. They were used to 
help fund the Continental Army, hospitals, 
roads, canals, colleges, etc. Thomas Jefferson is 
credited with calling lotteries "A wonderful 
thing, it lays taxation on the willing." 

Times were good in the mid-1830s and 
the lottery business must have prospered. On 
Dec. 28, 1836, shortly before the onset of the 
Hard Times, Mr. Emack advertised a solid 
silver tea and coffee set valued at $900. 
However, by June 1837 the demand for lottery 
tickets must have dropped off. At that time he 
styled himself as a lottery and exchange broker 
and wanted to purchase gold and silver. This 
was about the time that he was issuing “small 
notes”.  “Small notes” was a term for notes of 
denomination of one dollar or less, sometimes 
called shinplasters. 

In September, 1838, Mr. Emack placed an 
advertisement which provides the final proof of his 
connection to the note discussed above. After 
notifying the reader that he had disposed of his lottery 
and exchange business, he states the following. 
“Persons holding the small notes of my issue will please present them for payment at the old 

stand.” We are remarkably fortunate to 
have such an explicit confirmation from an 
issuer of shinplasters of that era.  

Perhaps the combination of the 
poor economy and declining health 
induced Mr. Emack to sell his business. He 

died on March, 20, 1840, after a “long and painful illness.” He was buried in Washington's 
historic Congressional Cemetery near his parents. 
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During the early stages of my research, I had not been able to locate any other specimens 
of an Emack note. But I finally found an article in a 1990 issue of Coin World by the late Richard 
Doty, curator of the National Numismatic Collection in the Smithsonian Institution. The article 
discussed several Washington obsolete notes from July and August of 1837 including one from 
Emack. The editorial staff of Coin World was generous in sending me a copy of the article from 
their archives, which indicated that the Smithsonian held an Emack note. Jennifer Jones, current 
Chair/Supervisor of the National Numismatics Collection, kindly provided a scan of their note. 

Although its overall layout is similar to the note above, there are several important differences. I 
will designate it as a Type II note. The vignettes are different and feature, left to right, an Indian 
brave holding a tomahawk and rifle, very early train traveling left, and a young girl in field. The 
young girl on the left is cut-down version of the larger vignette in the center of the Type I 
specimen. Other differences include the fonts of “Washington” and “Twelve and a Half Cents”, 
counters elongated horizontally, capitalization of “Half”, and red vs. brown ink for the date. No 
information is available about other denominations or the rationale for two different types. 

Mr. Doty's article suggested that the piece was “perhaps a product of E. Morris, the 
Philadelphia printer.” Following this lead, I looked for other examples printed by Morris, which 
revealed an 1837 twelve and a half cent note from Henry Humphreys, proprietor of the Mount 
Hecla Steam Cotton Mills, Greensboro, North Carolina, with the Morris imprint. The vignettes 
and other engraved portions of the note are identical to the Type I Emack note. Humphreys 
issued several other denominations, and the engravings on his twenty-five cent note are identical 
to those the Type II Emack note imaged above.  

Figure 5. Emack note, Type II, courtesy of the National Numismatic Collection, National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution 
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Figure 6. Henry Humphreys, Greensboro, NC, imprint E. Morris, Philadelphia 

Additional research revealed that the vignettes on the Type I and Type II notes also 
appeared on the seventy-five cent and twenty-five cent notes, respectively, from Albany, Baker 
County, Georgia, as recycled by the Ocmulgee & Flint River Rail Road Co., Albany, Georgia, in 
1840. These pieces also bear the Morris imprint. The lack of an imprint on the Emack notes 
suggests that an unknown printer obtained the dies after Morris was done with them. 

After so much research, I am very pleased to have the Type I note in my collection. I 
would like to thank the many individuals who assisted me in this work, and I would be pleased to 
hear from anyone who has more information or other specimens of Emack notes. I may be 
contacted at jim-ehrhardt@uiowa.edu. 

Sources: 
Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org for genealogical information 
Baltimore Sun, Baltimore, MD, March 23, 1840, p. 2 
E. A. Cohen & Co., A Full Directory for Washington City, Georgetown, and Alexandria for 1834, Washington City, 
Wm. Greer, 1834 
Daily National Intelligencer, Washington, DC, various dates 1833-1839 
Doty, Richard, Coin World, “Search for early issuers a challenge for researcher: Last look at District of Columbia”, 
vol. 31, no. 1559 (Feb. 28, 1990), pp. 118-124 
Numismatic Literature, American Numismatic Society, issue 124, p. 85 
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