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Connecticut’s Counterfeiter Turned Mint Master: 

A Remarkable True Tale at New Haven Museum 

 

New Haven, Conn. (November 17, 2017) – Move over, Charles Dickens. The tale of 

counterfeiter turned mint master, Abel Buell, is laden with the stuff of a master story teller: 

forgery; industrial espionage; bribery of the secretary of the Treasury; an ear sliced off, and sewn 

back on; and the branding of a convicted felon. And though history buffs may be familiar with 

Abel Buell, author and numismatist Christopher R. McDowell will shed new light on the already 

remarkable tale in a free presentation, “Abel Buell and the Connecticut Mint,” at the New Haven 

Museum (NHM), on Thursday, December 7, 2017, at 6:00 p.m.  

 

Buell was born in Killingworth, Connecticut in 1742. Trained at a young age to be an engraver, 

he was arrested in 1763 for counterfeiting. At the time, counterfeiting was viewed as a serious 

felony; however, based on Buell’s youth he received what was considered at the time to be a 

light sentence: a red-hot branding iron with the letter “C” for “counterfeiter” was held high on 

his forehead for as long as it took him to say “God save the king.” Instead of having his entire 

right ear cut off, which the law called for, only the top portion of his ear was removed, then 

reattached. Finally, he was sentenced to prison for life and all his inherited lands were forfeited 

to the colony to repay those swindled by his bogus notes. Based on his Yankee ingenuity, and the 
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gift to the governor of a beautifully crafted ring made with the aid of his first significant 

invention, an automatic gem polishing machine, Buell received a full pardon in 1766. 

 

In 1769 Buell created the first movable type manufactured in North America. This was a 

stupendous accomplishment that was heralded by Benjamin Franklin and others. As a result, the 

colony granted Buell a loan to establish a type factory in New Haven. Although Buell’s type was 

not an immediate financial success, the factory was reopened in 1784 to furnish patriotic 

newspapers and printers with the means to stay open and continue publishing such important 

tracts as Thomas Paine’s, “Common Sense.” This was not Buell’s only contribution to the war 

effort, during the conflict with the British he armed several privateers to attack and seize enemy 

merchant vessels. Always a patriot, Buell engraved the first map of the United States of America 

in 1784; one of these maps recently sold at auction for over $2 million and is currently on display 

at the Library of Congress. In 1789, Buell set sail for England on a mission to steal the secrets of 

large scale cotton manufacturing, which he brought back to New Haven in 1790 establishing one 

of the first cotton mills in America. The next year, Buell was able to use his position as a 

Connecticut cotton mill owner to save his friend Eli Whitney’s cotton gin invention after it was 

attacked in Georgia for allegedly damaging and lowering the market value of cotton.     

 

Interestingly, although Buell was branded on his forehead with the mark of a counterfeiter, he is 

best known today for his work with the Connecticut mint. In 1785, Connecticut opened the first 

state mint and in 1787, as a result of a well-placed $10,000 bribe to the Secretary of the 

Treasury, procured the contract to produce America’s first official coins - the Fugio cents. Abel 

Buell was both an owner and superintendent of the Connecticut and federal mint and designed 

the equipment and engraved the dies for the coins. 

 

The Fugio’s design was inspired by Benjamin Franklin, with an image of the sun shining on a 

sundial and the caption, "Fugio,” Latin for “I flee/fly,” above the words “mind your business.  

The image and the words form a rebus meaning that "time flies, do your work." The reverse 

includes thirteen chain links and the captions, "we are one” and "United States."  

 



But, according to McDowell, the scandals and pendulating boom and bust that characterized 

Buell’s life are just the first chapter in an increasingly complex tale. Several years ago, ledgers 

from the Connecticut and federal mint once located on Chapel Street in New Haven were 

“discovered” in the New Haven Museum archives.  

 

McDowell maintains that in the 1788 Connecticut and Federal Mint Account Book it is revealed 

that 34 workers, including children, indentured apprentices, white unskilled laborers, white 

craftsmen, a free black man, and an enslaved man, received wages for labor at the mint. 

 

McDowell notes that when looking back on the fight for freedom against slavery, Connecticut is 

often characterized as a progressive, friendly place, vital to thousands of slaves fleeing 

northward along the Underground Railroad prior to the Civil War. “While there is truth to this 

story” he says, “There is also an ugly hidden past that is partially revealed when reading the 1788 

Connecticut and Federal Mint Account Book,” the transcript of which he has published in the 

numismatic journal, “The Colonial Newsletter.” 

 

The enslaved person who worked at the mint was known only as “Aaron.” He is first mentioned 

in a wage entry on February 29, 1788, and is last referenced in a notation on June 25, 1788. 

Although Aaron was the only enslaved person working at the mint, he was not the only person of 

African heritage. The word “negro” also appears next to Reuben Stevens’s name in the ledger. 

Unlike Aaron, however, Stevens has both a first and last name and received his wages directly 

like the other employees. Based on this, McDowell says, one can surmise that he was a 

freedman. What makes the findings so historically significant, McDowell says, is that Buell may 

have engraved the dies for the coins, but it was Aaron who took copper blanks and stamped the 

image inspired by Benjamin Franklin; without Aaron and the other employees of the mint, there 

would be no Fugio coppers.  

 

About Christopher R. McDowell  

McDowell is a lifelong numismatist and recognized expert in the area of American colonial 

coinage with an emphasis on Connecticut coppers and the Connecticut mint located in New 

Haven between 1785 and 1788. He has written several award-winning articles on coin related 



topics, and in 2016 he was appointed editor of “The Colonial Newsletter,” a research journal on 

early American numismatics published by the American Numismatic Society in New York. In 

2015, he authored a book titled “Abel Buell and the History of the Connecticut and Fugio 

Coinages.” McDowell is a speaker on colonial coins and paper money, and recently led the 

group of researchers who transcribed the Connecticut mint ledger books housed at the New 

Haven Museum.  A graduate of Marshall University and West Virginia University College of 

Law, he served as an officer in the U.S. Army Judge Advocate General’s Corps and was 

stationed mostly overseas before moving to Cincinnati, Ohio, where he currently practices law.  

 

 About the New Haven Museum 

The New Haven Museum has been collecting, preserving and interpreting the history and 

heritage of Greater New Haven since its inception as the New Haven Colony Historical Society 

in 1862. Located in downtown New Haven at 114 Whitney Avenue, the Museum brings more 

than 375 years of New Haven history to life through its collections, exhibitions, programs and 

outreach. For more information visit http://newhavenmuseum.org or 

Facebook.com/NewHavenMuseum or call 203-562-4183. 
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