
A NEW LOOK AT

COUNTERFEITING

“ More Bogus Bills Palmed O ff,”  “ Counterfeit 
Ring Nailed,” “ Bogus Bills Printed At Orphanage” 
— these headlines from various national newspapers 
illustrate what the statistics show : counterfeiting is 
on the rise. During fiscal year 1969 the Treasury 
Department’s Secret Service agents seized more than 
$15 million in counterfeit money and arrested 1,413 
persons for counterfeiting violations. One major 
raid alone produced $4.4 million in fake bills.

The continuing increase in the amount of phony 
currency produced each year illuminates the potential 
dangers of the crime. If money is to perform its 
functions as a means of payment and a measure of 
value, it must be widely accepted. Acceptability de
pends upon confidence which is undermined by bogus 
money. The loss of faith in money, then, can disrupt 
business activities and damage the economy. Besides 
the danger to economic activity, there is also the 
threat to the individual who is left with the worthless 
counterfeit money. The victim of the counterfeiter 
has no recourse— he must suffer the financial loss.

In order to aid law enforcement officials in re
ducing counterfeiting, the public should be aware of 
how genuine currency is made, how the counter
feiter produces his imitation, and how detection of 
the fake product is possible. An explanation of these 
portions of the counterfeiting story is best begun at 
the outset of counterfeiting in this country.

H isto ry  Counterfeiting is as old as money it
self. It got off to an early start in this country with 
the counterfeiting of Indian wampum by colonial 
settlers. Counterfeiters continued to plague the young 
country during the Revolution and even after it 
adopted its own medium of exchange. It has been 
estimated that around the time of the Civil War, 
about one-third of all U. S. currency in circulation 
was counterfeit. Genuine paper money was issued 
by many banks in hundreds of different designs 
making it a relative heyday for the counterfeiter. 
Even after a uniform currency was adopted in the 
1860’s counterfeiting continued to flourish. The 
counterfeiting situation became so critical that in

1865 the Government established the Secret Service 
to curb it. Although the crime was substantially 
suppressed after the establishment of the Secret 
Service, it has continued to represent a very real 
threat to the integrity of the dollar and to the victim 
who is left with the worthless money.

Genuine Currency A t first glance, reproducing 
U. S. currency may appear to be a relatively simple 
task. A  closer look, however, reveals that this is 
not the case. Because of the security features in
corporated in its paper, ink, and engraving process, 
United States currency is one of the world’s finest 
and one of the most difficult to counterfeit.

The paper used for our currency is 100% rag 
content with very distinct red and blue fibers dis
persed throughout. This strong and durable paper 
is manufactured by a private firm under contract to 
the Treasury Department. Security at the plant is 
maintained by Treasury personnel, and production is 
subject to strict daily audit. Except for Govern
mental purposes and under Governmental super
vision, Federal regulations prohibit the manufacture 
of this type of paper. The ink used in printing 
genuine currency is manufactured at the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing in Washington. The for
mula is unique and is maintained in absolute secrecy 
within the Department.

COUNTERFEIT NOTES

Fiscal
Year

Passed On 
The Public

Seized Before 
Circulation Total

1960 $ 245,088 $ 190,106 $ 435,194
1961 $ 547,077 $ 1,632,070 $ 2,179,147
1962 $ 548,756 $ 3,565,767 $ 4,114,323

1963 $ 548,441 $ 2,845,823 $ 3,394,264

1964 $ 510,619 $ 7,219,799 $ 7,730,418

1965 $ 835,123 $ 2,516,760 $ 3,351,883

1966 $ 933,051 $ 8,097,965 $ 9,031,016

1967 $1,643,137 $ 8,587,294 $10,230,431

1968 $2,861,848 $10,293,330 $13,155,178
1969 $2,964,303 $12,096,080 $15,060,383

Source: United States Secret Service.
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The engraving process involved in the production 
of currency is of crucial importance in obtaining 
superior quality. When a design for a new note 
has been prepared by the Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing and has been approved by the Secretary of 
the Treasury, engravers begin the work of cutting 
the design in steel. No single engraver does all 
the work on a particular plate. Each man is a 
specialist: one will work only on portraits, another 
on lettering, and another on scroll work. This pro
cedure not only promotes excellence in the finished 
product, but also acts as a further security precaution. 
No counterfeiter has ever been able to duplicate the 
artistic work of the Government’s expert engravers. 
Specimens of the engraver’s work have been awarded 
the highest premiums at all world fairs and exhibi
tions since 1872.

The Counterfeiter A t one time counterfeiting- 
required technical skill and large outlays for es
sential printing equipment. Most operations con
sisted of a single engraver and a few people who 
passed the money for him. Today’s technology has 
changed all that; no skill is needed— only a dime and 
a copying machine. Counterfeiters have been known 
to take a dollar bill, reproduce it on plain white 
paper, wrinkle the copy, sprinkle some coffee on it 
for color and a worn look, and pass it to the nearest 
cashier. Incredible as it may seem, the phony bill 
may be accepted— even though one side is blank!

The public can be quite careless at times and accept 
anything vaguely resembling cash. For example, last 
year in Richmond an enterprising rookie reportedly 
inked an extra zero on a $10 bill, used it to make a 
small purchase in a local department store, and got 
change for $100.

The risks of counterfeiting are great. Making, 
passing, or possessing counterfeit currency can re
sult in a fine of $5,000 and 15 years in prison. In
nocent passers of counterfeit currency are protected 
by law, however, for it must be proved that the fake 
bill was passed with intent to defraud.

Although amateurs have been rather successful, 
the scope and threat of their operations are minimal 
compared to their professional counterparts. Im
proved methods of photography and printing coupled 
with rapid transportation facilities have made it 
easier and quicker for counterfeiters to produce and 
distribute their merchandise. The modern manu
facturer makes the counterfeit notes, but he rarely 
passes any of the bogus bills himself. Rather than 
risk apprehension while passing the notes, he sells 
the counterfeits wholesale. The passer of fake bills 
usually buys them from the printer or distributor at 
prices ranging from 10% to 50% of the face value.

The trend in the counterfeiting racket today seems 
to be shifting from the individual printer to the large 
counterfeiting ring. A  major counterfeiting organiza
tion may involve hundreds of people passing millions
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in fake bills through well-organized cross-country 
lines of distribution. A  prime example of this type 
of operation was uncovered recently in Birmingham, 
Alabama. Of the estimated $2.8 million in counter
feit money passed on the public during fiscal year
1968 over $400,000 came from this single operation. 
Bogus money from this plant reached nearly every 
state in the nation. The fact that over 225 persons 
were arrested for passing notes produced by this 
single ring illustrates the magnitude of the modern 
counterfeiting operation.

Coins hardly qualify as candidates for counter
feiting, since their monetary value is so low relative 
to their cost of production. The increase in the price 
of silver, however, has prompted the development 
of a new tactic— melting genuine coins into silver 
ingots. The silver value is much larger than the 
face value. In 1968 Secret Service agents un
covered a two man operation and seized $68,632 in 
coins and two 100 pound ingots of silver.

Detection The faith and trust the American 
people have in their currency is a tribute to the Secret 
Service’s ability to suppress counterfeiting— but it 
is also the counterfeiter’s greatest asset. People 
rarely question or examine their money, and without 
some awareness of what they are exchanging, they 
become the pawns of the criminal. For this reason 
the public should become familar with some basic 
facts about their currency.

The principal type of currency in circulation today 
is Federal Reserve notes in denominations of $1, $5, 
$10, $20, $50, and $100. Federal Reserve notes have 
a green serial number and Treasury seal. United 
States notes in denominations of $5 and $100 are 
easily indentified by their red serial number and 
Treasury seal. The $5 U. S. note, however, is not 
being printed at this time. Silver certificates which 
have a blue serial number and Treasury seal are no 
longer printed or recirculated.

Occasionally the amounts on bills are altered by 
adding a zero to $1 and making it $10, or raising 
$10 to $100. The best check on this form of counter
feiting is to match the proper portrait with the cor
rect amount. They are as follows: George Wash
ington on the $1, Thomas Jefferson on the $2. 
Abraham Lincoln on the $5, Alexander Hamilton on 
the $10, Andrew Jackson on the $20, Ulysses S. 
Grant on the $50, and Benjamin Franklin on the 
$100. On bills of larger denominations that are no 
longer being issued, Willian McKinley is on the $500. 
Grover Cleveland the $1,000, James Madison the 
$5,000, and Salmon Chase the $10,000.

The first step in recognizing a counterfeit bill is

to check for the red and blue fibers which are dis
persed throughout genuine paper currency. Some
times counterfeiters attempt to copy these fibers In
printing colored lines on the paper. If the note in 
question appears to contain these fibers, then com
pare its other features with a genuine bill. Look for 
differences— not similarities. Since most counter
feits are made by a photo-mechanical process, the 
printing will appear flat and will lack the three di
mensional quality of genuine notes. Many of the 
delicate lines in the portrait of a bogus bill are broken 
and often missing. The lines in the portrait back
ground of genuine currency form squares; on 
counterfeits these squares are often completely filled 
in. The following table from the Treasury Depart
ment pamphlet, Counterfeiting and Forgery, provides 
a basic check list to use in detecting counterfeit 
money.

Genuine Counterfeit

Portrait Lifelike appearance; deli- Does it appear flat and 
And cate lines are sharp and dull? Are the shading
Background distinct; background lines lines broken or missing?

are regular and unbroken. Are the background lines 
ragged?

Treasury Clear and distinct; saw- Is it printed in the right 
Seal tooth points are sharp and color? Are the design

even. elements clear and d is
tinct? Are the points 
ragged?

Serial Distinctive style; serial Are they printed in the
Numbers numbers evenly spaced right color? Are the num- 

and aligned. bers poorly spaced or not
aligned?

The Treasury Department recommends several 
steps that will aid in the capture of the counterfeiter. 
Do not return the phony money to the person pass
ing it. If possible, delay the passer and telephone 
the police or the Secret Service. Try to remember 
the description of the passer, any companion he may 
have, and the vehicle he uses. Write your initials 
and the date on the bill and give it only to the police 
or Secret Service.

To reduce counterfeiting in the United States to
day, the Secret Service relies not only on intense 
investigations and improved enforcement techniques, 
but also on an informed public. The threat of the 
counterfeiter, whether an amateur or part of a large 
counterfeiting ring, is reduced substantially when his 
victim knows how to detect bogus money and what 
to do about it. An aware public is the counter
feiter’s greatest deterrent.

Carla R. Gregory
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