
“Star‐Spangled” Merchant Scrip 
by Ron Spieker 

Pre-Civil War merchant scrip from the District 
of Columbia (D.C.) is generally very scarce, so a 
recent trip to the National Numismatic Collection at 
the National Museum of American History made 
the rewarding find of two fascinating notes issued 
during the “hard times” financial panic of 1837. 
While these musical-themed merchant scrip notes 
are themselves quite unusual, the man behind the 
notes, Samuel Carusi, is perhaps even more 
intriguing given the story of how he came to the 
United States and how he and his family became 
musicians and citizens of some prominence. 

The first note for 6 ¼ cents is illustrated below. 
The note is about 6 inches x 2½ inches, uniface, 
engraved with no imprint and carrying a handwritten 
serial number 3 and dated August 1, 1837. The 
central vignette is a brief but recognizable musical 
excerpt from the Star-Spangled Banner. The text 
reads “I promise to pay the Bearer SIX and a 
QUARTER CENTS in notes current at the Banks of 
the District of Columbia, when presented at my 
music store in sums of FIVE DOLLARS.” The note 
is signed “Sam’l Carusi.” 

Figure 1--A 6 ¼ cent note dated August 1, 1837, bearing a 
musical excerpt from the Star-Spangled Banner. The 
National Numismatic Collection, National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution. 

This and a number of Washington D.C. merchant scrip 
notes issued from this “hard times” period of 1837 and 
held in the Smithsonian collection were described by 
the late Richard Doty, former senior numismatic 
curator at the collection, in a series of three articles in 
Coin World from early 1990. For the Carusi scrip, he 
noted that the curator of Graphic Arts at the museum, 
Dr. Elizabeth Harris, had speculated that it was very 
likely that that these notes were produced with 
engraving using a pewter plate.1 This rather specialized 
method of engraving had become common for musical 
scores in the nineteenth century having advantages both 
in cost and ease of use when compared with

engraving on other metals, or compared to the use of 
typesetting. The peculiarities of musical scores 
challenged early printers with the precision needed to 
show parallel lines coupled with the need for the precise 
location of various combinations and types of musical 
notes.2 

The second note is for 12½ cents and is 
illustrated below. The note is also about 6 inches   x 
2½ inches, uniface, engraved with no imprint and 
carrying a handwritten serial number 20 and dated 
August 1, 1837. The central vignette is a musical 
excerpt from Yankee Doodle Dandy. The text reads 
“I promise to pay the Bearer TWELVE and a HALF 
CENTS in notes current at the Banks of the District 
of Columbia, when presented at my music store in 
sums of FIVE DOLLARS.” The note is signed 
“Sam’l Carusi.” 

Figure 2--A 12 ½ cent note dated August 1, 1837, bearing a 
musical excerpt from Yankee Doodle Dandy. The National 
Numismatic Collection, National Museum of American    History, 
Smithsonian Institution. 

In late 1821, Samuel Carusi and his father began  
operating a music store in a former residence on the 
south side of Pennsylvania Avenue in   Washington 
D.C. between 10th and 11th streets, the current location 
of the headquarters of the Internal Revenue Service. In 
mid-1835 they relocated to the corner of 12th and 
Pennsylvania Avenue, a location adjacent to what is 
now the current Trump International Hotel. In 1839, 
Samuel left the District and moved to Baltimore, 
opening a store at No. 84 Market Street. 

The music store began as a family operation, with 
father Gaetano and brothers Lewis and Nathaniel also 
working at various times from these sites. Perhaps 
making a living from just music was difficult in these 
“hard times” since Samuel Carusi advertised frequently, 
describing himself variously as an Auction and 
Commission Merchant, a Professor  of  Music,  or  a 
dealer  in  fine   musical instruments.  In addition to 
items you would expect at a music store such as the sale 
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of sheet music and musical instruments, Samuel 
offered music and singing lessons, as well as a 
diverse set of products for sale including items such 
as perfumery and “fancy articles,” garden seeds, 
writing and drafting instruments. Following are a 
few sample ads. 

A Musical family 
Samuel Carusi was one of three musically- 

inclined brothers (Samuel, Nathanial and Lewis), 
who along with their father (Gaetano) became well 
known in the early District. In 1818, while still living 
in Philadelphia, Gaetano opened a music school in 
Alexandria, D.C. (now VA) where he and his sons 
could teach. In 1819, he opened music stores in 
Easton, Maryland and in 1819 opened a music store 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania--father and sons 
Samuel and Lewis were members of the Philadelphia 
Musical Fund Society. In 1820 the Carusi Family 
moved from Philadelphia to Washington D.C. and 
began making a name for themselves participating in 
various musical performances in the city.3 

In addition to the Washington D.C. music store 
on Pennsylvania Avenue, the Carusi Family became 
well-known for opening and running “Carusi’s 
Saloon,” a popular and prominent facility that 
operated for some 40 years at the corner of 11th St 
NW and C Street (a location also occupied now   by  
the Internal Revenue Service headquarters). In 
1821, Gaetano saw an opportunity to purchase the 
burned-out remnants of a theater that had been 
destroyed the previous year and began constructing 
an assembly hall on the site. When near completion, 
the building was described in the Washington 
Gazette as for the “purpose of assemblies, concerts, 
and elegant and rational amusements generally – 
and for such occasions it certainly furnishes the 
most spacious and commodious rooms of any in the 
District.”4 While named the Washington Assembly 
Room, it was often referred to as Carusi’s Assembly 
Room or Carusi’s Saloon – with the term saloon 
having a more refined meaning similar to the French 
term “salon” rather than the more current usage 
referring to a tavern. 

Carusi’s Saloon became an important 
entertainment complex in the city, providing 
facilities for meetings, exhibitions, concerts, and 
frequent dances. This includes at least four 
Presidential inaugural balls: John Quincy Adams 
(1825), John Tyler (1841), James Polk (1845), and 
James Buchanan (1857). The city’s elite were often 
found at various events and concerts at the site 
which provided some of the best entertainment 
facilities in the city. 

In addition to operating the music store and the 
Assembly Hall, Gaetano and the three brothers were 
well known as instructors of music and dance, and 
as composers and publishers of music.5 Samuel 
arranged, composed and published over 200 works, 
including works for voice, piano and guitar.6 One 
such work is shown below. This is a published 
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music sheet with a march for General William 
Henry Harrison and was used in the presidential 
campaign of 1840. In the picture, General Harrison 
is standing before a log cabin greeting a wounded 
soldier. On close review of the score, you can find 
small figures of soldiers, bayonets and barrels 
included among the musical notation. 

Interestingly, one of Samuel Carusi’s 
published works was involved in an important 
early musical copyright infringement case, a case 
sometimes cited in modern litigation. The case 
involved a very popular 1838 poem, The Old Arm 
Chair, a poem that was set to music by no fewer 
than four publishers, including Samuel Carusi. 
While Carusi owned the copyright to the 
underlying music used in his arrangement, the 
author of the poem had previously sold the rights 
to the poem which had been used   in another 
arrangement. During the trial, the jury heard 
testimony that, in addition to common wording, 
similarities in the underlying music to older songs 
raised important questions about what constituted 
originality. While the complaint asked for $2,000 
in damages, the jury eventually found Carusi liable 
for only a nominal $200, $100 of which was due to 
the United States. At the request of the US 
Attorney for Maryland, President Polk later 
pardoned the $100 due the US.7

Figure 1—The Old Arm Chair by Eliza Cook.  Publisher 
Samuel Carusi, Baltimore, 1842. Library of Congress. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sm1842.381990.0/sp=1.  

How the Carusi’s Came to America 
The story of how and why Samuel Carusi and 

family came to America is perhaps the most 
interesting part of this history. His musical career in 
the United States begins at age ten when he, his 
father, and his nine-year old brother Nathaniel, were 
recruited in Sicily by the Marine Corps to join their 
band, with the three of them enlisting (!!) in 1805. 
They then emigrated to the U.S., accompanied by his 
mother and infant brother Lewis. 

Following the 1798 Congressional Act which 
authorized the establishment of the Marine Corps 
including a Marine Corps band, the Commandant of 
the Corps, Lieutenant Colonel William Burrows 
apparently thought recruitment of some outside 
musicians would improve the newly formed band, 
with a focus on Italy due to the proximity to US 
forces operating in the Mediterranean at that time. 
So, in 1803 or 1804, he issued orders to Captain John 
Hall to begin actively recruiting some Italian 
musicians. At this time Captain Hall was about to 
leave for the Mediterranean for duties in the war with 
Tripoli.8 

Based on recommendations received from a 
band leader attached to the King of Naples regiment 
located in Sicily, among the names considered was 
one Gaetano Carusi, a Sicilian musician of some 
repute. Gaetano first expressed little interest after 
initial enticements such as an offer of $12 per month 
salary were rejected as inadequate. Captain Hall 
persisted with various offers and for nearly a year 

Figure 4—General Harrison’s March & Quick Step, Published 
by Samuel Carusi, Baltimore, 1840. Library of Congress Prints 
and Photographs Division, Washington D.C. 20540.   
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cph.3g04551. 
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these offers were rebuffed. Finally, on receiving a 
personal visit from the Captain, a deal was struck. 
This included a monthly ration to Gaetano’s wife, 
salaries for his children, and the lure of a better life 
in the new country. Upon the agreement, two of his 
sons, Samuel and Nathaniel, ages ten and nine, were 
enlisted in the Marine Corps on February 17, 1805, 
as were a number of other Italian musicians. 
Eventually some eighteen musicians were recruited 
with a total of thirty people, including wives and 
children, brought to the U.S.9 Gaetano and his two 
sons carry the interesting distinction of being the first 
instances in Marine Corps history of a father serving 
alongside his son(s).10

 

The Carusi Family’s move, however, 
immediately encountered serious problems. After 
packing their most valued possessions they boarded 
the heavy frigate President, but instead of traveling 
immediately to the United States, the family was 
surprised to learn that the frigate was ordered to 
serve in a blockade and naval bombardment around 
the port of Tripoli. As Marines, the Italian musicians 
aboard were given various wartime assignments with 
the Carusi children assigned duties such as handing 
cartridges to the cannoneers. After a truce was finally 
signed, the President headed to Malta in June 1805 
and then in July the ship began its long arduous 
journey towards the United States. During this 
period Gaetano began training his musicians as a 
working band. Unfortunately for the musicians, also 
during the time at sea, the Commandant of the Corps 
had been replaced. 

The new Marine Corps Commandant, 
Lieutenant Colonel Franklin Wharton, had 
apparently never been informed of the effort to 
recruit musicians and when he learned of this, was 
furious and immediately disavowed the authority to 
recruit the musicians or for the Marine Corps to pay 
their expenses. In a June 1805 letter to Captain Hall, 
he expressed his belief that the arrangements were 
unacceptable and he would refuse to pay most of the 
various expenses involved. However, apparently 
the communique was never received by Captain 
Hall in time to prevent the crossing, so the ship 
and musicians arrived in Alexandria, DC (now 
VA) in September. 

Even though Carusi’s band was well 
received by the people of Washington, the 
Commandant’s dissatisfaction with the situation 
became more and more pronounced. In October, 
the musicians and their families, who spoke little 
English and had little money, were ordered to 
leave the Marine barracks and find their own 
quarters in the sparsely populated city. The 

Commandant then began an active campaign to 
have the musicians accept discharge, which 
included ordering various difficult and unpleasant 
tasks such as digging latrine trenches. This situation 
continued for almost a year until he finally ordered 
the musicians’ discharge. At first however, the 
Italians refused, and they sought redress from both 
Secretary of the Navy Smith and Secretary of State 
Madison. Unfortunately for the families however, 
neither official interceded. A copy of a letter in the 
National Archives from Secretary of Navy Smith to 
Lt. Colonel Wharton supports the Commandant’s 
decision that the recruitment had occurred without 
proper authorization.11 In August 1806, Gaetano 
finally decided the situation was intolerable and 
accepted the discharge and made plans to return to 
Sicily. 

Gaetano, upon hearing of a ship bound for the 
Mediterranean, tried to book passage from 
Alexandria to Norfolk. Unfortunately, Commandant 
Wharton, upon hearing of this possible travel, felt 
that any music composed by Gaetano during his 
time with the Corps in his possession had to be 
returned. So, he had Gaetano arrested, and his music 
confiscated. After this incident, Carusi, his family, 
and several other musicians eventually got to 
Norfolk and while waiting several months for an 
opportunity to book passage, they earned a living 
performing as musicians in the area. Finally, in 
February 1807, after an appeal to Secretary of the 
Navy, Carusi was granted permission for travel 
aboard the frigate Chesapeake. It wasn’t until June 
1807, however, that the ship set sail.12

 

The family’s misfortunes continued. Students 
of history will remember that the USS Chesapeake, 
unready for battle and carrying passengers, as well 
as having provisions and equipment on deck, was 
set upon by the British Man of War HMS Leopard 
seeking deserters. In a hasty attempt to get ready for 
battle, the Captain of the Chesapeake ordered the 
decks cleared which included    throwing    all 
Gaetano’s    possessions overboard. After initially 
refusing British demands, the British ship opened 
fire, severely damaging the Chesapeake and killing a 
number of sailors. The ship surrendered and was 
then boarded and four deserters removed. The 
Chesapeake, with its masts shot away and taking on 
water, returned to Norfolk. During this period, 
relations with England were extremely strained and 
war appeared imminent. As a result of this incident, 
Gaetano decided it was now unsafe to travel and 
made a home in America for the next few years.13

 

By 1816, another opportunity to return to Italy 
presented itself when various government officials 
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successful and prominent American citizens. In
1830, Samuel married Adelaide Sofia McLean,
daughter of John McLean who later became an
Associate Justice of the Supreme Court. Another
descendent of Gaetano was one of the founders of
the National University Law School which later
became part of the George Washington University
Law School. And, while Gaetano Carusi’s petitions
were never granted, upon his death in 1843,
Gaetano was recognized and honored     with

assisted in obtaining permission for the Carusi 
family to travel aboard the newly constructed ship of 
the line USS Washington. Traveling in winter to 
Boston to meet the ship, Gaetano Carusi and his 
family boarded along with several other dignitaries 
including a Minister to Naples and the Commodore 
of the Mediterranean squadron of which the 
Washington was to be the flagship. The maiden 
voyage of the ship was a major event so instead of 
traveling directly to Italy, the ship traveled to 
Annapolis for public display, as well as to receive on 
board a second Minister to Naples and for a review 
by a number of dignitaries, including President 
Madison. Among the events during the several 
weeks layover in Annapolis, Mr. Carusi and his band 
performed a concert for the President. 

Gaetano Carusi later noted that, despite 
receiving polite treatment while the Commodore was 
on board, when the Commodore disembarked, now 
all on board were subject to the whims of the 
Captain, who had a reputation of being somewhat of 
a despot. Further, the Captain, who had also been 
on board the ill-fated engagement of the Chesapeake 
with the British in 1807, appeared to have 
considerable ill feelings for the Italians on board 
and heaped considerable abuse upon them. Mr. 
Carusi, who was advancing in age and somewhat ill, 
felt he was unable to “suffer the insults, tyranny, 
oppression and maltreatment”14 so left the ship. 
Interestingly, Mr. Carusi had these abuses 
documented with written statements from three 
witnesses and are described in his Narrative of 
Gaetano Carusi, in Support of his Claim before the 
Congress of the United States” 15   16

 

Gaetano Carusi and family now seemed to 
accept their apparent destiny to remain in the U.S. 
Samuel and Nathaniel became naturalized citizens in 
1816, with father Gaetano becoming a citizen in  

1817. Gaetano and sons Samuel and Lewis located 
in Philadelphia until moving to Washington DC in 
1820. 

Later in his life, noting that he felt he had “been 
deceived, nay, betrayed and insulted, by persons 
concerned in the Government of the United States of 
America,” Gaetano sought partial redress for his 
treatment by making several petitions to Congress 
for compensation. In 1840, he provided a detailed 
account of his treatment in his Narrative 17 While 
one petition was approved in the House of 
Representatives in 1837; a final bill never passed the 
Senate. So, in spite of generating a great deal of 
sympathy, these petitions were never granted. 

Gaetano and his family became highly 

Cemetery.18
 

Conclusion 
One of the more interesting parts of 

numismatics is the study of the underlying history 
behind the currency we find. These two rare and 
highly distinctive merchant notes are, in particular, 
backed by a rich and fascinating history and provide 
a glimpse into an early part of District of Columbia 
history that has generally been forgotten. I would be 
very interested in hearing from anyone who has any 
further information about these notes, or has 
information about other specimens. Please feel free 
to contact me at tip001@verizon.net. 
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