THE CASETQOESIELE

VANISHING
AUTHEN LICLLY

An ordinary hundred-dollar bill begins to behave
in a most extraordinary manner.
From Berlin presses to (jhicagn banks.
From a ph_\'sician's L‘tm:-;::llting room to a federal courtroom.
A deception so precise it fooled professionals —

— until someone looked closer.

A historical narrative by Dmitriy Litvak




The Case of the Vanishing Authenticity

“Trustis the invisible watermark of every promise.”

A hundred-dollar bill rests quietly beside its twin.
The paper feels the same.

The engraving is identical to the eye.

The weight is familiar in the hand.

Only under magnification does the truth emerge —
a misplaced mark,

a line too deliberate,

an eye imperfectly drawn.

Authenticity does not always vanish in noise.

Sometimes it fades in silence.
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Introduction
An Ordinary Dollar, Acting Strangely

It began, as these things often do, with something entirely ordinary.
A dollar.

Flat. Familiar. Unassuming. It passed from hand to hand without ceremony, rested in wallets
beside calling cards and tram tickets, slept in bank tills beneath the steady hum of counting
machines. It crossed polished counters with the innocent assurance of long habit.

No one examined it closely. Why should they? Money is, after all, meant to be trusted. It is
the quiet servant of modern life — discreet, reliable, unquestioned.

And yet, in the winter of 1932, a certain hundred-dollar note began to behave in a manner
faintly unbecoming to its station.

It did not shout. It did not announce itself. It merely circulated — too smoothly, perhaps —
in places where confidence was already assumed.

The United States one-hundred-dollar bill was more than currency. It was a promise —
steady, dependable, accepted without hesitation from Ottawa to Montevideo, from Warsaw
to Sydney. It traveled easily. It inspired confidence.

To counterfeit such a note was not merely a technical challenge.

It was an act of audacity.

What followed would entangle physicians and bootleggers, private detectives and
disciplined revolutionaries. It would draw federal agents into corridors where conversations
were conducted without turning one’s head. It would expose networks that operated less like
criminals and more like administrators.

Yet at its heart lay a question so simple it is almost disarming: If a thing looks genuine, feels
genuine, and passes as genuine — at what precise moment does its authenticity vanish?

Isitin the making?
In the passing?
Oronly in the discovery?

This, then, is the case of the vanishing authenticity.

And like most cases of consequence, it begins quietly — with a piece of paper, a promise,
and the comfortable assumption that

what we hold in our hands must surely be what it appears to be.
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Chapter One

The Gray Dome and the Invisible Threads

Seen from Red Square, the Kremlin does not immediately invite suspicion.

It stands as it always has — brick and shadow, geometry and restraint — its towers rising not
flamboyantly, but watchfully. Most of its shapes are softened by the high ramparts that
encircle them. All but one.

There is a grayish dome — heavy in tone, subdued in presence —thatrises above the Square
with a composure almost more unsettling than grandeur. It does not gleam. It does not
beckon. It simply remains.

If you linger there long enough, you will find your eyes returning to it.

They wander first, naturally — to the twisting brilliance of St. Basil’s, to the solemn angles of
Lenin’s mausoleum, to flags shifting faintly in the morning air. But sooner or later they drift
back, as though drawn by something not entirely architectural.

I stood there once at six o’clock in the pale summer dawn. The light was thin, undecided. The
Square lay nearly empty. A single sentry paced before the mausoleum, his boots striking the
pavement with slow, measured rhythm.

There was no other sound.
And yet — there was no peace.

The air was warm, but one felt a curious chill, as though something unseen were being
conducted behind those walls. It is not imagination. Within the Kremlin, threads were
gathered — threads that did not stop at Moscow’s limits, but extended outward, crossing
borders and oceans, entering capitals, counting rooms, and quiet apartments half a world
away.

The organization responsible bore a name that would become familiar to those who followed
such matters: the OGPU.

To the casual observer, it was a secret police service. To those who examined its methods
more closely, it was something rather more adaptable — an instrument that assumed
whatever shape necessity required. Espionage. Suppression. Persuasion. Administrative
finesse.

And, as it would prove, forgery.

At first, the work was practical. Agents required passports that would withstand inspection
in Vienna, Warsaw, London, and Paris. Printing plants were established in Moscow and
Berlin. Genuine documents were acquired and studied with scholarly care. Paper, ink, seals
— nothing was left to chance.
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The result was unsettlingly precise. Officials accustomed to suspicion found little to
question.

Had matters ended there, one might have admired the craftsmanship and moved on.
But 1928 was not a year for modest ambitions.

The Five-Year Plan loomed — vast, industrial, insatiable. Factories require machinery.
Machinery requires payment. Payment, inconveniently, required foreign currency.

There was very little of it.

Economy measures were introduced. Budgets tightened. Even the formidable OGPU found
its expenditures examined with unwelcome attention. For men accustomed to discretion
without restriction, such scrutiny was less than agreeable.

Then came a development in Berlin.

One of the world’s most accomplished engravers — a man whose hand could coax from
steel the most delicate lattice of lines — joined the Party.

The reasoning that followed was not theatrical. It was, one imagines, discussed quietly.
If foreign exchange is scarce, why not create it?
The idea was dangerous. Audacious. And entirely logical.

The American dollar note was welcomed everywhere. It did not require carloads to exert
influence. It carried authority without explanation.

It was, in short, irresistible.

An authentic one-hundred-dollar Federal Reserve Note was placed before the engraver. He
studied it in silence. The portrait of Benjamin Franklin. The intricate scrollwork. The minute
details that meant nothing to the untrained eye but represented, to him, a challenge.

Could he duplicate it?
He believed he could.
Thus began one of the most remarkable enterprises of the interwar years.

Plates were prepared. Lines etched with patient discipline. Paper selected with forensic
care. Even when the United States Treasury altered its notes in 1928 — shifting from large-
size bills to the smaller issue — the effort did not falter. Adjustments were made.

Patience, after all, was abundant.
Finally.
A banknote.

It looked genuine. It felt genuine. It behaved precisely as it should.
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And somewhere, in a city far from Red Square, a man of impeccable reputation was about to
place his hand upon it — and, without quite realizing it, step quietly into history.

Chapter Two

The First Tremor

In May of that year, two notes were released — cautiously — in Houston and Galveston,
Texas. They entered gambling houses, establishments where money changes hands briskly
and inquiry is considered poor manners.

The workmanship was impressive. It deceived cashiers accustomed to suspicion.
But banks are less forgiving than gambling tables.

Alert tellers sensed something faintly amiss and forwarded the notes to the United States
Secret Service. In Washington, the bills were placed beneath magnification. Under such
scrutiny, currency ceases to be convenient and becomes landscape — ridges of ink, valleys
of shading, delicate lines that must align with mathematical obedience.

The verdict was measured.

The engraving was admirable — more than admirable. But above the portrait of Benjamin
Franklin there was weakness in the detail, a subtle coarseness where refinement ought to
have been absolute.

A warning was issued:

“Watch for poor detail work above the portrait of Benjamin Franklin.”
It was a small defect.

But sufficient.

Months later, another bill appeared.

The flaw had vanished.

The correction was not merely competent; it was precise. It revealed something more
disquieting than error— it revealed study. Whoever prepared the plates had not simply heard
the warning. They had absorbed it.

The counterfeiters had listened.
Chief W. N. Moran would later remark with unusual candor:
“This counterfeit will deceive even the wary handler of currency.”

Then, for a time, the notes disappeared.
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Ayear passed without incident. The Secret Service allowed itself a cautious breath.
It was premature.
Silence, in such matters, is rarely retreat. More often, it is preparation.

In Berlin, through channels not entirely transparent, a private banking firm — Sass and
Martini — came under influence. From its respectable counters, substantial sums of
spurious one-hundred-dollar notes began to move quietly into legitimate financial channels.

From Berlin they traveled to Warsaw, to Bucharest, to Vienna.

In Havana, between seventy-five and one hundred thousand dollars circulated briskly before
suspicion stirred. Switzerland was warned. Poland reported arrests. On the Czech frontier,
seven men were intercepted carrying twenty-five thousand dollars in the same distinctive
issue.

They were everywhere.
And yet nowhere obvious.

The curious quality of the bills was not their volume but their endurance. They passed
through skilled hands — vice-presidents, attorneys, senior clerks — without protest. They
were credited, exchanged, and accepted.

Only under prolonged comparison did their betrayals emerge.

A period where a comma should have followed “Washington” in the back legend. The faint
imperfection of a woman’s foot above the first “L” in “Dollars.” The slightly flawed left eye of
the male figure to the right.

Trifles.
But trifles, repeated faithfully, become signatures.

In January of 1930, the National City Bank of New York examined a shipment received from
its Berlin branch. Fifteen thousand dollars in one-hundred-dollar Federal Reserve Notes
proved worthless.

The magnifying glasses returned.

There was no doubt now. The defects aligned precisely with those seen in Texas. The same
microscopic peculiarities. The same disciplined imitation — and the same faint
miscalculation.

Cables crossed the Atlantic.

The Berlin branch traced the notes to the Darmstadt Bank. Further inquiry led to Sass and
Martini. When authorities arrived at that address, the managers had vanished.

The tremor deepened.

In Chicago, Havana, Warsaw, the notes surfaced in discreet batches. Each time they
appeared convincing — convincingly enough to pass through layers of routine scrutiny
before reaching examiners trained to doubt.
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By the time Captain Thomas Callaghan would later place one of these notes beside a
genuine bill and compare line against line, the enterprise had matured into something
formidable.

But that moment lay just ahead.

For now, one fact was unmistakable.

The counterfeiters were not merely producing money.
They were learning.

Each warning refined the next plate. Each detection sharpened the imitation. It was a duel
conducted quietly in paper and ink — a contest of patience rather than bravado.

And the most unsettling element was this:
The bills were good.
Very good.

Good enough that senators examined them and found nothing amiss. Good enough that
banks exchanged them without hesitation. Good enough that, when stacked neatly upon a
polished desk, they appeared entirely indistinguishable from their lawful brethren.

An ordinary dollar had begun to behave with extraordinary confidence.
The first tremor had been felt.

The avalanche, still unseen, was gathering force

Chapter Three

The Doctor with the Impeccable Hands

If one had been asked, in the winter of 1932, to identify the least likely distributor of
counterfeit currency in New York City, the name of Dr. Valentine Gregory Burtan would
scarcely have arisen.

He was, by all outward measures, a success.

Born in the Russian Empire in 1898 and brought to America as a child, he had grown up in
Harlem when it was still a district of respectable brick fagades and careful ambition. His
youth had been marked not by disorder but by study. He was serious — the sort of boy who
preferred books to games, structure to spectacle.
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His path was orderly. Townsend Harris High School. The College of the City of New York. New
York University-Bellevue Hospital Medical School. Each advancement achieved without
flourish. Without scandal. Without deviation.

By 1923 he had earned his degree. Internships followed — French Hospital, Midtown
Hospital, Seaview on Staten Island. His colleagues described him in terms that are rarely
dramatic but always valuable: earnest, capable, precise.

He specialized in matters of the heart.
It is a profession that suggests compassion. It also demands steadiness.

Tall, well-built, possessed of a certain understated charm, he advanced steadily. Assistant
chief physician at the Polyclinic Hospital — a position not lightly bestowed. Offices in the
Wickersham Professional Building at Fifty-eighth Street and Lexington Avenue. Lectures
delivered at the New York Academy of Medicine.

His hands were steady hands.

They adjusted stethoscopes. Counted pulses. Signed prescriptions with neat, controlled
strokes.

Which is precisely why they were valuable.

To the OGPU, reputation was never ornamental. It was functional. A man trusted in
consulting rooms and professional gatherings could move without scrutiny. He could receive
packages. He could travel. He could speak.

Camouflage, when properly chosen, is indistinguishable from respectability.

By 1930, the earlier disturbances — Berlin, Havana, Warsaw — had quieted. The Secret
Service, though vigilant, no longer felt the urgency of immediate threat. Files had been
archived. Warnings circulated and filed away.

It was an excellent moment to resume.

What was required now was not simply an engraver, nor even a compliant banking
intermediary. It required a conduit. Someone disciplined. Someone whose composure
would not fracture under inconvenience. Someone who would not betray associates —
whether from fear or inducement.

They found such a man in Dr. Burtan.

The precise conversation between him and the emissary from Berlin has never been
recorded in full. One suspects it was not theatrical. Men of conviction do not require
melodrama. A cause is invoked. Necessity is outlined. Obligation is suggested with quiet
inevitability.

And once a man has convinced himself that his role is both rational and righteous,
persuasion becomes unnecessary.

By November of that year, the machinery was again in motion.
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It was, fittingly, at a cocktail party that the next link was forged.

The Claridge Hotel provided the setting — soft lights, polished glasses, laughter carefully
moderated to suit the surroundings. Among the guests stood a slender young man, neatly
dressed, trim in waist and confident in manner. He introduced himself as Enrique Dechow
von Buelow.

At the time, he was engaged in the sale of tear-gas bombs and machine guns — an
occupation unusual, but not unprecedented in that unsettled decade.

He and the Doctor fell into conversation.

“Why don’tyou look me up sometime?” Burtan suggested, almost casually. “| have very good
connections with Amtorg. They might be interested in your equipment.”

Amtorg — the Soviet Government’s purchasing office in the United States — was not an
unfamiliar name in certain circles. It possessed a pleasing tone of legitimacy. Commercial.
Administrative. Respectable.

One could speak of contracts. Of machinery. Of shipments.

That it functioned, in less advertised capacities, as a convenient representation of the OGPU
on North American soil was not something printed on stationery. Such details rarely are.

Yet official names often perform more than one function.
And Amtorg performed its role with admirable composure.
Von Buelow was intrigued.

True to his word, the Doctor made introductions. The transactions themselves did not
immediately materialize, but acquaintance ripened into something more familiar. Cigars
were shared. Conversations lengthened. The tone grew less formal.

Then, one evening toward the end of November, as they sat in the Doctor’s study sampling
cigars sent by a “grateful patient,” the air shifted almost imperceptibly.

“l wouldn’t worry too much about this armament business,” Burtan remarked thoughtfully.
“There are easier ways to make money.”

Von Buelow regarded him over the faint glow of his cigar’s ash.
“Such as?”
The Doctor smiled — not broadly, but with a suggestion of private amusement.

“What would you say,” he asked quietly, “if | told you that | knew where you could buy genuine
money at half price?”

The question did not raise its voice.
It did not need to.
“Did you say genuine?” von Buelow asked.

“Absolutely.”
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And in that single word — spoken calmly, confidently — the tremor deepened.
For there are few temptations more persuasive than the promise of legitimacy at a discount.

Especially when offered by a man with impeccable hands

Chapter Four

Genuine at Half Price

It is a curious fact that the most dangerous propositions are often delivered in the gentlest
tones.

There was nothing urgent in Dr. Burtan’s manner when he spoke of “genuine money at half
price.” He did not press. He did not persuade. He merely offered — as one might offer an
introduction or a business opportunity.

That was part of his strength.

Von Buelow, though not without caution, was susceptible to plausibility. The explanation had
been carefully framed: old-style, large banknotes from bootlegging and gambling; men
anxious to convert them before the Treasury’s new-size currency rendered exchange
inconvenient; fear of income tax scrutiny; the need for discretion.

Nothing in this sounded theatrical. It sounded practical.
And practicality disarms suspicion.

The following afternoon, in the Doctor’s office at Fifty-eighth Street and Lexington Avenue,
two one-hundred-dollar Federal Reserve Notes lay waiting.

They were old-style notes — larger than the modern issue — and beautifully printed.
Franklin’s gaze was calm and assured. The scrollwork was delicate. The paper felt right —
not merely in weight, but in that intangible quality one recognizes instinctively after handling
currency for years.

Von Buelow examined them with care.
He had no reason to doubt.

“| still have connections in Chicago,” he said slowly. “There’s a private detective | know. He
might arrange matters.”

“Fine,” Burtan replied easily. “Speak to him. I’ll be in Mexico City next week. You can join me
there once things are arranged.”

Everything about the exchange was unhurried. Measured. Plausible.

1M|Page



On December 3rd, von Buelow was in Chicago consulting the private detective — whom, for
discretion’s sake, we shall call Henry Smiley.

Smiley was a practical man.

“l won’t touch counterfeits,” he said flatly. “But if the money’s genuine, I’ll see what can be
done.”

“It’s good money,” von Buelow assured him.

“Send samples. We’ll have them tested.”

Meanwhile, the Doctor made his own arrangements. He would fly to Mexico City and register
under the name Carl Kuhn. Von Buelow was instructed to telegraph his Pullman reservation;
a package would be delivered en route.

And so, it was.

Somewhere in Texas, a thin man entered von Buelow’s railway carriage, confirmed his
identity, and dropped a packet into his lap before disappearing without explanation.

Inside were ten thousand dollars in one-hundred-dollar notes.

At the next scheduled stop, he left the train long enough to register the package by mail to
Smiley in Chicago.

The response was swift.

Smiley, cautious by profession, had the notes examined by a lawyer. The lawyer consulted
his partner. An Illinois State Senator was invited to inspect them. One of the bills was taken
to a bank for verification.

The verdict came back unanimous.

There was nothing wrong with them.

That evening, a telegram was sent:

“Notes excellent.”

The words were simple. They carried immense consequence.
Encouraged, von Buelow wired back:

“Have nine more packages same as first.”

Smiley’s reply was equally direct:

“Come to Chicago at once. Have party ready to take them.”

When Burtan read this final message in Mexico City, he permitted himself a small, satisfied
smile.

“I’ll give you the money,” he said. “You can run up there tomorrow.”

But von Buelow hesitated.
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“That’s too much for me alone,” he replied. “We should go together.”
The Doctor agreed.

Within days they were in Chicago with ninety thousand dollars in old-style one-hundred-
dollar notes.

It was a heady moment.

Chapter Five

The Syndicate

The syndicate — drawn from Chicago’s sporting and bootlegging circles — agreed to
exchange the notes through banks at a commission of thirty percent.

Provided, of course, that the notes were genuine.

If one had observed the arrangement from the far end of a room — as one watches a card
game without quite joining it — the scene would have appeared almost respectable.

A handful of men, unremarkable in dress and manner, entered and exited banking halls with
the calm efficiency of those accustomed to errands. They carried no weapons. No obvious
contraband.

Only envelopes.

Only paper.

Only what looked precisely like money.

And there is nothing more disarming than that.

Chicago in December possesses a certain bluntness. The air cuts cleanly. The streets are
crowded. Shop windows glow with holiday promise. In such surroundings even crime may
adopt a domestic appearance — merely another form of commerce conducted with altered
etiquette.

At the center of this particular enterprise stood Leo Wazey.

He was not a mastermind. Nor was he bold in the theatrical sense. He possessed, instead,
that useful quality known as caution. He was employed as a “passer” — a polite term for one
paid to perform tasks others prefer not to examine closely.

He began modestly.

Two thousand dollars.
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The Northern Trust Company received him first. Wazey approached the teller’s wicket with
the air of a man mildly inconvenienced by old-style currency. He slid a single hundred-dollar
bill forward.

“Is this genuine?” he asked.

It was, on the surface, an ill-considered question. Few men publicly question the
authenticity of their own money.

The teller looked up with faint irritation.
“What’s wrong with it?”

Wazey muttered something about thickness — an almost apologetic concern. The teller
glanced briefly at the bill. His examination was efficient, practiced, and entirely untroubled.

“It’s all right,” he said. “But if you want to be doubly sure, go to the opposite window.”
Wazey complied. The second teller was equally unimpressed.

“What’s wrong with it?” he asked. “Do you want to cash it?”

Wazey nodded, as though embarrassed by his own caution.

“l have twenty of these,” he said. “I’d like to take them out of circulation.”

“All right. Name and address.”

In another narrative, that request might have sounded an alarm.

But reassurance is intoxicating.

Wazey provided his particulars without hesitation — as casually as one might provide them
for a delivery.

Within minutes he stepped back into the cold Chicago air with new-size fifty- and hundred-
dollar bills: crisp, modern, unquestioned.

He returned to the syndicate headquarters with the quiet satisfaction of a man who has
successfully completed an errand.

The effect was immediate.
Confidence rises swiftly when undisturbed.

Within two days, Wazey exchanged twenty-five thousand five hundred dollars at six different
banks. Plans were expanded. Commissions recalculated. The remaining notes were
discussed with growing enthusiasm.

Envelopes passed discreetly from pocket to pocket. Names were spoken in low, proprietary
tones. Itis remarkable how quickly men grow accustomed to fortune once it has smiled upon
them twice.

Von Buelow remained in Chicago to supervise and to collect the portion due to the “owners.”

On December 21st, he departed for New York with proceeds from the first batch.
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Yet when he placed the money before Dr. Burtan, the reaction was not what he expected.
The Doctor examined the stack without visible excitement.

“My people are impatient,” he said quietly. “They want everything exchanged quickly. All of
it. Inform your friends in Chicago to accelerate.”

The words were calm.
But calm may conceal urgency.

Von Buelow promised to return that very night.

Meanwhile, the exchange in Chicago continued with apparent triumph.

The redeemed notes — those old, dignified hundreds — moved steadily through banks and
were replaced by modern issues. Lawyers had examined them. Senators had handled them.
Vice-presidents of institutions had nodded approval.

Life, as one participant would later remark, seemed “one sweet song.”
But authenticity — like truth — is patient.

The redeemed notes did not vanish. They traveled quietly toward more exacting scrutiny.
They passed from drawers to ledgers, from ledgers to shipment, from shipment to
examination.

Somewhere in Chicago, a man was reaching for a magnifying glass.
He would place one note beside another.
He would compare line against line, shade against shade.

And in that patient act — so unremarkable in motion, so decisive in consequence — the
sweetness of the song would falter.

The tremor was about to deepen.

Chapter Six

“Notes Excellent”

Back in Chicago, the exchanges proceeded without interruption.

Old notes were presented. New notes were issued. The old, as custom required, were
bundled and forwarded to the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago for redemption.
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There is, if you have ever visited such an institution, a particular atmosphere in a Federal
Reserve bank. Itis not loud. Itis not hurried. Itis deliberate. Clerks are trained not to assume.
Paper is not trusted because it is handsome; it is trusted because it survives examination.

At first, even there, nothing seemed amiss.

The notes were exceptionally good. Perhaps — though no one said it aloud — a shade too
good.

What troubled the examiners was not their appearance but their number. Large quantities of
old-style hundreds did not ordinarily surface in neat batches, particularly in the strained
economy of the Depression years. When something unusual occurs in banking, it is not
dismissed. It is tested.

An assistant manager paused over the stack. He tapped it lightly against the desk, as though
weighing not its mass but its implication. Then he reached for the telephone.

He called the Chicago office of the United States Secret Service.

“We have about twenty thousand dollars in old-style hundred-dollar notes,” he said
carefully. “We’d like to have them examined.”

The supervising agent who answered was Captain Thomas J. Callaghan.
“Certainly,” Callaghan replied. “I’ll be right over.”

He replaced the receiver with unhurried precision.

But he did not leave immediately.

Instead, he walked to his filing cabinet and withdrew every report relating to counterfeit one-
hundred-dollar bills. He laid them neatly upon his desk. Then he selected a magnifying glass
— not ostentatious, merely practical — and began to review.

Only after he had reacquainted himself with prior warnings and peculiarities did he put on
his coat.

At the Federal Reserve Bank, a small cluster of tellers and clerks gathered with professional
curiosity as Callaghan began his examination.

He was not theatrical. He did not sigh. He selected a genuine note — one beyond dispute —
and placed it beside a specimen from the questionable batch.

Then he compared.

Line against line.
Color against color.
Shadow against shadow.

Under magnification, banknotes become landscapes. What seems smooth at a glance
reveals ridges, valleys, subtle distortions.

The room grew quieter.
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As Callaghan worked, a faint furrow appeared across his brow — the only visible concession
to doubt.

At length, he set the magnifying glass down.
“The bill is a counterfeit,” he said.
He did not raise his voice.

The effect was immediate, nonetheless. Someone emitted a brief, involuntary whistle — not
of admiration, but of disbelief.

Before the silence had settled, a clerk approached with a slip of paper in hand.

“Two more shipments have arrived,” he reported. “From the Harris Trust — twenty-five
hundred. From the Northern Trust — three thousand.”

Callaghan’s expression did not alter significantly. Only his eyes sharpened.

“That stuff must be all over town,” he said quietly. “Get your operators busy. Warn every bank
in the Loop.”

Within minutes, telephones began to ring across Chicago. Tellers reopened drawers.
Managers examined stacks they had earlier accepted without question. Conversations grew
shorter, more precise.

The sweetness of recent success had begun to thin.

And while warnings traveled swiftly through banking channels, the Secret Service turned to
its own, more methodical work.

Tracing.
Because counterfeit money, however refined, leaves a trail.

It passes through hands. It crosses counters. It travels by train and post. It is counted,
recorded, exchanged.

Somewhere — inevitably — it meets someone patient enough to place it beside the genuine
article and refuse to be persuaded by appearances.

The telegram had said, “Notes excellent.”
And they were.
But excellence, as Captain Callaghan understood, is not the same as authenticity.

And now, the examination had truly begun.

17|Page



Chapter Seven

The faintest crack in the glass

Itis one thing to suspect.
Itis quite another to know.

Captain Thomas J. Callaghan was not a man given to speculation. Suspicion, to him, was
merely a preliminary condition — something to be confirmed or dismissed. What he trusted
was evidence. Tangible. Minute. Irrefutable.

When he declared a bill counterfeit, he did so not from instinct but from comparison.

Line against line.
Color against color.

That afternoon he returned to headquarters with several of the questioned notes secured
carefully in his briefcase. He removed them beneath the steady lamplight of his modest
office — a room furnished without ambition: desks, filing cabinets, the faint lingering scent
of paper and tobacco.

Nothing in its appearance suggested that events of consequence were unfolding.
Yet they were.

The counterfeit was not merely present.

It was excellent.

And that, perhaps, was the most unsettling element of the entire affair.

The defects were microscopic. A period where a comma should have followed “Washington”
inthe back legend. The faint distortion of a female figure’s foot above the first “L” in “Dollars.”
The left eye of a male figure to the right — imperfectly etched, though persuasive at a glance.

Such deviations would trouble no shopkeeper. They would pass unnoticed by a gambler.
Even a conscientious bank teller might miss them in ordinary circulation.

But under magnification, repetition becomes confession.

Within hours, telephones began to ring across Chicago. Banks called one another with brisk
urgency. Drawers were reopened. Old-style hundreds were counted and re-counted.
Shipments already forwarded to the Federal Reserve were recalled where possible.

The tone had altered.
Confidence, once expansive, began to contract.

Then came the call from the First National Bank.
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“There’s a man here at Window Three,” said teller J. G. Torgeson, his voice composed but
distinctly attentive, “who has just handed in ten thousand dollars in old-style hundreds. Do
you want to look him over?”

Callaghan did not hesitate.

“Yes. Hold him.”

He pressed a button. His chief clerk appeared almost immediately.
“Who'’s left outside?”

“Drautzberg and I.”

“Good. Go to the First National. Window Three. Pick up the man.”

There was no urgency in his tone. None was necessary. Calm, in such matters, is more
effective than haste.

Within minutes, Agent Drautzberg and the clerk entered the bank.
The scene they encountered was unremarkable.

A quiet, middle-aged man stood at the teller’s cage, hat resting lightly in his hands. He did
not appear alarmed. Nor did he seem defiant. He looked, rather, faintly inconvenienced —
as though a routine errand had encountered an unnecessary complication.

The teller, observing the agents’ approach, pushed the tidy stack of hundred-dollar bills
across the counter.

It was a small gesture.

But it altered the room.

The man noticed at once. His composure shifted — not dramatically, but perceptibly.
“Hey,” he said, irritation edging into his voice. “What’s the idea?”

Drautzberg lifted the top bill and examined it briefly. No magnifying glass. No theatrical
pause. Only the steady glance of a man who has already decided.

“This,” he said evenly, “is counterfeit.”
The word settled between them like an object misplaced.
For a moment, the man’s expression seemed unable to accommodate it.

“That’s impossible,” he replied — though the conviction had thinned. He turned toward the
teller, seeking confirmation. “Is that right?”

The teller nodded, almost apologetically.

“I’m afraid so. You’d better go along with these gentlemen and tell them where you obtained
it.”

There was no struggle. No raised voice. No sudden movement.
Only the quiet rearrangement of circumstance.
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Thus, with the soft inevitability of a door closing in a carpeted corridor, the first arrest was
made.

Until that moment, the operation had unfolded like music — smooth, confident,
uninterrupted.

But now — faintly, almost imperceptibly — one could hear it.

The crack in the glass.

Chapter Eight

The man at Window Three

The man at Window Three — quiet, middle-aged, faintly bewildered — gave his name as
Arthur Wilson.

He spoke with the cautious assurance of someone accustomed to offices rather than
interrogation rooms. He had, he said, formerly served as assistant cashier at a South Side
bank. He was now employed by the Reconstruction Finance Company. The detail was
offered almost reflexively — as though respectable titles might steady uncertain ground.

His manner was controlled.
But not entirely secure.

When asked about the origin of the ten thousand dollars in old-style hundreds he had
attempted to exchange, his answers shifted — subtly at first.

A private transaction.

Then an acquaintance.

Then a business arrangement not easily described.

It was not any single statement that troubled the agents.
It was the inconsistency.

Consistency, like a well-engraved line, carries conviction. When it wavers, suspicion follows.

Twenty-four hours later, under questioning conducted with patience rather than aggression,
Wilson amended his account.

The money, he said, had come from a former bootlegger. He himself had believed the notes
to be entirely genuine.

The bootlegger was summoned.
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He deliberated. He hesitated. At length — perhaps calculating which version of events would
inconvenience him least — he directed attention toward a contractor of local prominence.

The contractor, when brought in, displayed reluctance of a different variety. He introduced
the name of a State Senator.

The Senator, pale and indignant, supplied two attorneys.

And inevitably — as though drawn by invisible geometry — the name of Henry Smiley
surfaced.

The circle tightened with almost mathematical neatness.

By the time investigators concluded their immediate sweep, forty thousand dollars in
counterfeit notes had been surrendered — bills not yet redeemed, their journey interrupted
before full circulation.

Beyond that point, however, the trail thinned.

The counterfeit had passed through Chicago. It had moved through reputable banks. It had
been handled by men of standing.

But where had it begun?

That question remained uncomfortably unanswered.

On Christmas morning, Henry Smiley succeeded at last in reaching von Buelow.

“The bills have been pronounced counterfeit,” he said without embellishment. “We won’t
make trouble if we get our money back. See what you can do by the thirtieth.”

Von Buelow went pale.

He had believed — as they all had — in the authenticity of the notes. He had examined them.
Banks had examined them. Lawyers had examined them. A senator had examined them.

He boarded a train for New York without delay.

When he burst into Dr. Burtan’s office and relayed the news, the physician did not exhibit
surprise. He did not strike the desk or pace the room. Instead, he regarded von Buelow with
a composure almost clinical.

“I’m afraid it’s too late to get any of the money back,” he said at last. “But I’ll speak to my
people. Come to my house this evening. | should have word for you then.”

The phrase lingered.

My people.

It had been spoken before. It sounds different now.
Von Buelow left unsettled.

Before the appointed hour, he visited Donald Johnson —the friend to whom he had given two
hundred-dollar bills as a Christmas gift.
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“There’s trouble,” he said quietly. “The money | gave you — it’s counterfeit. You’d better
destroy it.”

Johnson stared at him, stunned.

“It’s too late,” he replied weakly. “I’ve already cashed it at the Irving Trust. One of the vice-
presidents looked it over himself. Said it was perfectly all right.”

Von Buelow closed his eyes briefly.

“He’s not the only one who thought so,” he murmured.

At six o’clock that evening, he approached the Eldorado Apartments on Central Park West —
a handsome twin-towered building rising above Ninety-first Street.

It was there that the affair altered in tone.
As he stepped from the curb, a man fell into stride beside him.
Gray hat. Gray-olive coat. Fair hair. Perhaps thirty-eight or forty. He did not turn his head.

“Listen,” the man said evenly. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave New York tonight.
Go to Montreal. Stay at the Mount Royal Hotel. You’ll be taken care of.”

Without awaiting acknowledgment, he turned sharply and disappeared around the corner.

The encounter was so swift, so devoid of visible emotion, that von Buelow wondered whether
he had imagined it.

He entered the building and reported the incident to Dr. Burtan.
The Doctor did not appear startled.

“It may be better if we both take a little trip,” he said after a pause. “There will be no money
returned.”

Von Buelow protested. He had acted in good faith. It would be dishonorable to abandon the
Chicago men.

“They can take care of themselves,” Burtan replied coolly. “We must consider our own
position.”

The tone had changed.

At the sideboard, the Doctor poured two glasses of Scotch.

“This is not a tea party,” he added quietly. “My people mean business.”
The words were not loud.

They did not need to be.

Von Buelow drank.

But that night he did not board a train for Montreal.

Instead, he flew to Chicago and told Smiley everything.
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The detective listened gravely.
“You’re being trailed,” he said at last. “Clear yourself. Then string along for the moment.”

Reluctantly, von Buelow proceeded to Montreal, registering at the Mount Royal Hotel under
his own name.

He had scarcely settled into his room when the telephone rang.
“I’m coming up,” said Dr. Burtan.
When the Doctor arrived, he appeared drawn — the first visible sign of strain.

He produced an envelope postmarked Boston. Inside lay a sheet of yellow paper bearing a
brief message:

Get things straightened out in Chicago, or I'll settle with you the hard way. — Joe.
The Doctor shrugged.

“He’s expected here tonight,” he said. “Perhaps you’d better move hotels.”

Von Buelow complied.

Near midnight, there came a knock at his new door.

The gray-coated man entered without ceremony.

“Arrangements have been made for you to board a Canadian National ship at St. John,” he
said in a flat, mechanical tone. “If you do not leave, your life will not be worth a cent.”

He departed as abruptly as before.

Left alone, von Buelow remained seated for some time without moving.
The counterfeit had been good.

Extraordinarily good.

It had fooled banks, lawyers, senators, vice-presidents.

But now the matter had shifted beyond paper.

Invisible threads — once theoretical — had drawn taut.

And somewhere — in Chicago, in New York, perhaps farther still — a patient examiner was
placing one bill beside another, comparing line against line.

Waiting for the smallest deviation to speak.
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Chapter Nine

A Christmas Gift

It is often a small kindness that unsettles the grandest designs.

The counterfeit hundreds had traveled through Chicago with admirable discretion. They had
been weighed, counted, stamped, bundled, and forwarded in the calm procession of
ordinary banking. No alarm had sounded when Leo Wazey presented them. No eyebrows
had lifted when lawyers or senators handled them with professional indifference.

It was gratitude — simple, human gratitude — that proved less accommodating.

Donald Johnson was not a conspirator. He was a friend. The sort of friend who offers a sofa
in difficult times and does not inquire too closely about prospects or plans. Years earlier,
when von Buelow had found himself without employment, Johnson had provided shelter in
his Washington Heights apartment. No rent requested. No ledger kept.

Such debts do not vanish easily from the conscience.

On a December afternoon, buoyed by what he believed to be a triumph of enterprise, von
Buelow decided to settle the account.

“I've had a bit of luck,” he said with cheerful understatement. “Here’s something for
Christmas.”

He placed two old-style one-hundred-dollar bills into Johnson’s hands.

They were impressive notes — broad, dignified, Franklin gazing serenely from their center.
They did not tremble. They did not betray themselves.

Johnson accepted them with warmth and gratitude.

Later — perhaps that same day — he entered the Irving Trust Company and presented the
bills for exchange. Avice-president, in a mood of professional thoroughness, examined them
personally.

He saw nothing amiss.
The notes were accepted.

From Irving Trust they followed the usual path— onward to the Federal Reserve Bank of New
York, where redeemed currency is reviewed with greater detachment and less sentiment.

By then, Chicago had issued its discreet warnings. Examining tellers were alert.

Under stronger light and steadier scrutiny, the familiar peculiarities revealed themselves. A
period where a comma should have followed “Washington.” The faint distortion of the
woman’s foot above the first “L” in “Dollars.” The subtly flawed left eye of the male figure to
the right.

Red ink descended decisively across the face of the bills.
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Counterfeit.
They returned to Irving Trust.

The manager did not hesitate. He telephoned the New York office of the United States Secret
Service.

Until that moment, New York had observed the Chicago affair with professional interest.
Now it entered the narrative directly.

Supervising Agent W. G. Houghton promised immediate attention.

Johnson was easily located; he had, after all, provided his name and address when
presenting the notes. When agents called upon him, he appeared nervous but not insolent.

“l found the bills on the street,” he said at first. “l had no idea they were counterfeit.”
It was not a story designed for longevity.

The agents urged him — quietly, firmly — not to protect anyone unnecessarily. Johnson
hesitated. Loyalty, in such moments, contends with self-preservation.

For the time being, he was released — though not unwatched.

On the morning of December 31st, Johnson was questioned again.
He maintained his account.

He was released once more.

But the circle was narrowing.

On January 1st, von Buelow telephoned from Montreal. He learned of Johnson’s difficulty.
The ease of the past weeks began to feel remote.

OnJanuary 2nd, Johnson’s resolve weakened. Under further questioning, he abandoned the
tale of finding the bills. He described von Buelow’s visit. The Christmas gift. The casual
generosity.

“He’s at the Berkeley Hotel in Montreal,” Johnson said quietly. “Room 701. | can wire him to
stay if you wish.”

Agent Houghton shook his head.
“That won’t be necessary.”
He instructed his assistant to contact the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

Montreal would be asked to locate and detain von Buelow.

But the object of their interest had already reached his own conclusion.
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Montreal, for all its winter charm and polite hotel corridors, had not brought comfort. The
gray-coated messenger. The envelope signed “Joe.” The Doctor’s cool insistence upon
departure. These had left a residue that no amount of reassurance could entirely dissolve.

Von Buelow chose what he believed to be the only course consistent with his own sense of
balance.

He would return to New York and surrender.
He boarded an afternoon flight bound for Newark.

At the Berkeley Hotel, a Mountie arrived moments too late. A telegram sped southward: von
Buelow had been traced to the airport and was en route on Flight Four.

And thus, through a Christmas gift intended to repay kindness, the circle closed.
For counterfeit money may deceive bankers and senators.

But gratitude —innocent and uncalculated — has away of introducing the faintest, and most
decisive, crack in the glass.

Chapter Ten

“Hey, von Buelow”

The sun was lowering when Agents McGrath and Godby reached the Newark landing field,
and there is, at that hour, a particular stillness peculiar to airfields — as though the day’s
performance has concluded and only the mechanics remain.

The bustle thins. The wind sharpens. Distances appear longer than they are. Men speak in
practical tones, yet each sound carries with unusual clarity — a footstep on wood, the
metallic click of a latch, a brief exchange of instructions that vanishes into open air.

They had been told to expect their man on Flight Four.

There was no romance in their waiting. No melodrama. They stood near the portable
debarkation platform with the patience of men accustomed to small facts: timetables,
descriptions, names that must be matched to faces.

The difficulty lay in the absence of a photograph. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police had
provided only a verbal description. Height. Build. Age. Clothing.

Descriptions are curious things. They describe everyone and no one at all.

26|Page



The plane announced its arrival with a faint, steady hum in the distance. Then the navigation
lights appeared, red and green pinpricks against the deepening sky. The aircraft circled once,
then descended with mechanical composure. Wheels met the ground in a soft shudder.

The platform was rolled into place.
The door opened.

An elderly woman emerged first, gripping her handbag. Then a family with children, then a
pair of young men carrying light cases. Each descended with the quiet care of travelers
crossing a threshold between cities.

Then he appeared.

Neatly dressed in a dark blue double-breasted overcoat, derby set squarely, an attaché case
held beneath his arm as though it belonged there permanently. Respectable. Contained.
Entirely unremarkable.

Godby stepped forward.
“Hey, von Buelow.”

The words were spoken plainly — not loudly, not harshly. Just a name, cast into the evening
air.

The man turned at once.

There was no flicker of surprise. No protest. Only the smallest acknowledgment, as though
he had been expecting precisely this.

Godby walked toward him.
“We have a warrant for your arrest.”

Von Buelow did not ask to see it. He did not attempt to get indignation. He did not grasp at
the small theatricalities some men employ when control slips from them. Instead, he
inclined his head slightly.

“Very well, gentlemen,” he said. “Where do we go from here?”

There is something faintly unsettling about calm surrender. One expects the guilty to shout
and the innocent to blaze with outrage. Yet a man who has already made his decision often
grows quiet first, as though conserving breath for what must be said.

Only hours earlier, in Montreal, von Buelow had reached precisely that decision.

After the warnings in New York. After the envelope signed “Joe.” After the gray-coated
messenger who spoke without once turning his head. After the suggestion that ships and St.
John might offer safety.

He had considered his options.
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In one version of his future, he fled — Europe perhaps, or some city willing to ask fewer
questions. In another, he remained silent, loyal to “people” he had never fully seen. In a third
— the least dramatic, and therefore the most difficult — he returned and spoke.

He chose the third.

And so, while the Mounties searched hotel corridors, he boarded a plane south.

At Headquarters in New York, the air felt different — warmer, closer, less forgiving. The lights
were bright. The clocks seemed louder than necessary. Von Buelow sat down with the faint
resignation of a man who understands that delay would only deepen discomfort.

He began to talk.

He started with the Claridge Hotel — the soft lighting, the polished glasses, the sense that
everything unfolding was merely opportunity dressed as civility. He described Dr. Burtan:
composed, intelligent, persuasive without ever pressing.

He spoke of Amtorg — official in appearance, practical in function. Of introductions. Of
cigars in a study. Of the Doctor’s voice, almost casual, when he proposed the possibility of
acquiring genuine money at half price.

He admitted his own caution — and how it had been soothed.

Two immaculate hundred-dollar bills laid upon a desk. Crisp paper. Fine engraving. Chicago.
The private detective. Samples sent. The train south.

And then — the thin messenger who entered the Pullman car and dropped a thick packet
into his lap as though it were yesterday’s newspaper.

Ten thousand dollars.
“Notes excellent,” the telegram had later read.
Two words. A gate opened.

He spoke of Mexico City — the Imperial Hotel, the alias “Carl Kuhn,” the Doctor’s ease among
officials whose cordiality felt indistinguishable from diplomacy. He described returning to
Chicago with ninety thousand more, and how the notes passed through banks with such
effortless success that confidence became almost intoxicating.

Then — the fracture.

Christmas. A gift to Johnson. The first warning from Chicago. The Doctor’s expression when
told. That phrase — my people — which, in hindsight, cast a shadow larger than the room
itself.

He described the walk toward the Eldorado Apartments. The gray-coated man falling into
step beside him.

“Leave tonight for Montreal. Stay at the Mount Royal.”

It had not been advice.
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It had been instruction.

He spoke of Montreal — the phone calls, the envelope postmarked Boston, the yellow paper
bearing a single name: Joe. The midnight knock. The same gray coat. The same flat tone.

“If you do not leave, your life will not be worth a cent.”

When he repeated those words, the room grew still — not from sentiment, but from
comprehension. Threats spoken quietly are rarely decorative.

When he finished, the agents did not react dramatically. They asked questions. They checked
dates. They pressed gently at inconsistencies.

His account possessed a quality investigators recognize immediately: it did not flatter him.

He admitted greed. He admitted vanity. He admitted that plausibility had seduced him more
effectively than coercion ever could.

Outside, New York continued with its usual indifference. Newspapers were purchased. Taxis
hailed. Somewhere a Christmas tree stood half-undecorated, waiting to be taken down.

But inside that office, something shifted.

Because von Buelow had given them more than confession.
He had provided a line.

A line that led directly to Dr. Burtan.

And beyond him — perhaps further still.

The network he described did not resemble a local counterfeiting ring. It spoke in aliases. It
delivered money by train. It issued warnings in winter streets. It sighed threats with a single
name.

It behaved like an organization.
When the agents finally rose, it was not to congratulate themselves.
It was to act.

For at that very moment, in New York, Dr. Burtan was still seeing patients, still counting
pulses, still moving through his day with the measured assurance of a man whose profession
depended upon trust.

And trust, once fractured, rarely shatters loudly.

More often, it cracks — softly, almost imperceptibly — until one day the sound can no longer
be ignored.
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Chapter Eleven

A Doctor With Not Quite Impeccable Hands

While von Buelow was speaking — steadily, almost gratefully — in the offices of the United
States Secret Service in New York, Dr. Valentine Gregory Burtan believed matters were
proceeding precisely as intended.

It was a reasonable assumption. Von Buelow, he supposed, had followed instructions.
Montreal would provide distance. Perhaps Europe beyond that. The immediate difficulty
would dissolve, as such things sometimes do, into quieter arrangements.

The Doctor had returned to New York and resumed his practice.

Patients were waiting. Appointments have been confirmed days in advance. There were
pulses to count, murmurs to interpret, prescriptions to sign in that neat, disciplined hand of
his. Medicine has a rhythm that leaves little room for theatricalinterruption. It is a profession
built upon steadiness.

At half past six on the evening of January 5th, he entered his office expecting nothing more
complicated than the final consultation of the day.

Agents Godby and Horton were waiting.

They did not announce themselves loudly. They did not need to. Their presence altered the
room as decisively as a sudden change in barometric pressure.

“Whatis all this about?” Burtan asked, as they took him gently — but unmistakably — by the
arm.

Godby produced a warrant.
“We need you at Headquarters.”
The Doctor’s expression remained composed.

“l shall see my lawyer,” he replied evenly. “This is a case of false arrest. | am a heart
specialist, not a criminal.”

There was no indignation in his tone. Only professional distinction.

The agents did not argue. They began to examine his desk, his drawers, the pockets of his
coat. The search was conducted with a kind of restrained courtesy.

From his person they removed a roll of currency — twenty-three hundred dollars. Genuine.
“Where did you obtain this money?” Godby asked.

“From friends,” Burtan answered smoothly.

“Well then,” said the agent, “you can tell us about those friends.”

The Doctor turned toward his nurse, who stood pale and motionless near the door.

30|Page



“Cancel my appointments,” he instructed calmly. “Tell them | have been delayed out of
town.”

The composure did not desert him.

That night, in the interrogation room, von Buelow’s statement was read aloud in full.

It was meticulous. Dates. Places. Amounts. Names. The Claridge Hotel. Mexico City. Ninety
thousand dollars in Chicago. The telegram — Notes excellent. The phrase — my people.

The room listened without interruption.

When the reading concluded, attention shifted — not abruptly, but inevitably — toward Dr.
Burtan.

He lifted one hand in a small, dismissive gesture.

“l had nothing to do with any counterfeits.”

“But you were in Mexico City with von Buelow.”

“l flew there.”

“And you registered under the name Carl Kuhn.”

A slight shrug.

“What of it?”

“Why the alias?”

“l did not care to have my real name known. It was a business matter.”
“What kind of business?”

For the briefest fraction of a second, something altered in his gaze — not fear, exactly, but
decision.

“Revolutionary matters,” he said.
The words settled upon the table like a thin frost.

They were not a denial. Nor were they an admission. They were something more controlled
— a phrase designed to end inquiry rather than invite it.

He would not elaborate.

He would not define the revolution.
He would not name associates.
He would not clarify purpose.

To every further question he offered either evasion or silence.
The investigators recognized the posture.

Discipline.
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Whether born of conviction or caution, it was unyielding.

Supervising Agent Houghton would later report to Washington that there was “no doubt that
Burtan is lying.” Yet beyond the lie lay something more troubling — an emptiness.

All roads led to the Doctor.

And there they stopped.

There are answers that illuminate.
And there are answers that obscure.

When Dr. Burtan repeated the phrase “revolutionary matters,” he did not lean forward. He
did not raise his voice. He allowed the words to remain between himself and the agents as
though they were entirely sufficient.

They were not.

“You were in Mexico City.”

“Yes.”

“You registered under the name Carl Kuhn.”

“ldid.”

“Why?”

A pause. The faint tightening at the corners of his eyes.
“It concerned revolutionary matters.”

The repetition added nothing.

When confronted with telegrams — Notes excellent. Have nine more packages same as first.
— he expressed mild curiosity, almost academic in tone. When asked about the ninety
thousand dollars, he replied that he had merely been assisting acquaintances.

Assisting.

It was a carefully chosen word.

“Did you know the notes were counterfeit?”
“l had no reason to believe so.”

“And the alias?”

“A precaution.”

“Against what?”

He did not answer.

There are moments when silence acquires weight. The room seemed to contract around it.
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The counterfeit had been too refined for improvisation. The corrections after early warnings
too precise. The distribution through Berlin too organized to be accidental.

The name OGPU was not spoken in that room.
But it hovered.

Like steam rising from a teacup — invisible unless one looks carefully, yet unmistakably
present.

Outside, New York moved through its winter evening with complete indifference. Taxi horns
sounded. Laughter escaped from restaurant doors. Elevated trains rattled overhead. The city
does not pause for federal inquiry.

Inside Headquarters, however, something had shifted.

Von Buelow had spoken.

Dr. Burtan would not.

And in that refusal — polite, measured, immaculate — lay the most disquieting detail of all.
For hands that examine hearts must be steady.

And his were.

Steady enough, perhaps, to conceal precisely what they had touched.

Chapter Twelve
The Trial

Complaints were drawn against both Burtan and von Buelow, charging them with possession
and sale of counterfeit banknotes in the Chicago district.

The language was plain.
The implications were not.

When arraigned before United States Commissioner Francis O’Neill, von Buelow waived
extradition without hesitation. He would return to Chicago. By then there was something
resigned in his manner — not theatrical, not heroic — simply the acceptance of a man who
has run through every alternative and found none of them viable.

Dr. Burtan chose otherwise.

He sought delay.
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Bail was fixed at fifty thousand dollars.

In a newspaper, such a figure sits politely between columns of print. It is described as
substantial, perhaps formidable, and then one turns the page. In a courtroom, however, it
possesses weight. It becomes a measurable distance between a man and the door through
which he had entered.

Fifty thousand dollars.

In the early 1930s, it was not a sum assembled from casual acquaintances or professional
goodwill.

When the amount was pronounced, the Doctor did not flinch. If the figure struck him as
ruinous, he gave no sign. He adjusted his cuffs with habitual precision and inclined his head
faintly, as though listening to a clinical reading — systolic, diastolic — something to be noted
rather than contested.

Unable — or unwilling — to produce it, he was remanded to the House of Detention.

There is a particular stillness in such places. Iron bars. Echoing corridors. The faint metallic
cadence of keys turning in locks. For a man accustomed to polished consulting rooms and
attentive nurses, the contrast must have been sharp.

Yet he did not dramatize it.
When the heavy door closed behind him, the sound was not theatrical. It was final.

He folded his coat neatly. Placed his spectacles upon the narrow shelf. Sat upon the edge of
the cot with his hands resting upon his knees.

If he reflected upon the improbable route that had carried him there — from Harlem
classrooms to Bellevue wards to a federal cell — he did so without witness.

Elsewhere in the city, physicians continued to examine hearts. They reassured anxious
patients. They prescribed tonics and rest. Life does not pause for the fall of one of its
practitioners.

In the House of Detention, Dr. Burtan waited.

Waiting for trial has an air of drama about it, yet the waiting itself is profoundly untheatrical.
It consists of measured meals, regulated walks, the repetition of footsteps along stone
corridors. One begins to count small things.

One imagines that, in those hours, the Doctor may have considered the nature of
authenticity.

A heart must beat in truth. Its rhythm cannot be forged indefinitely. Its murmur cannot be
convincingly imitated for long.

Money, however, is more accommodating.
It may be persuaded.

And when persuasion is sufficiently refined, even careful men are deceived.
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Outside, the case continued its quiet contraction.

Donald Johnson was formally thanked for his cooperation and released. The Chicago
syndicate members gave statements affirming that they had believed the notes genuine —
and in a sense they were correct. The deception had not been crude.

As far as the law could presently define it, the conspiracy had narrowed to two men.

Yet behind them — behind the engraver’s patient hand, behind the alias in Mexico, behind
the gray-coated messenger — something larger remained unarticulated.

Years later, testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee would hint at
secret presses in Berlin and inquiries made, as early as 1928, about the serial numbering of
American currency.

And still, the Doctor would not speak.

The trial opened in Chicago in May of 1934.

Itdid notresemble the sensational spectacles that fill headlines and attract crowds pressing
against courthouse doors. There were no shouted accusations, no theatrical indignation.

It was methodical.

The courtroom air was close, faintly scented with dust and ink. Ceiling fans turned with
patient indifference. The jury — ordinary citizens summoned from ordinary lives — listened
with an attentiveness that bordered on fatigue.

The charges were technical.

Counterfeit banknotes.
Possession.
Passing.

Dry words.

Yet beneath them lay the memory of those old-style hundreds — the ones that had moved
so confidently across counters until magnification betrayed them.

Character witnesses took the stand.

Colleagues spoke of the Doctor’s skill. Patients described his attentiveness. Acquaintances
testified to his seriousness, his discipline, his quiet dedication. The portrait that emerged
was consistent: a man of professional standing, unlikely to risk reputation for vulgar gain.

The prosecution did not indulge in speculation. They spoke of travel under alias. Of ninety
thousand dollars. Of telegrams — Notes excellent. Of acceleration. Of delivery.

The jury listened.
They deliberated for two hours.

On May 6th, the verdict was returned: guilty of possession and passing.
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There was no audible gasp. Only the subdued shifting of weight along wooden benches.
Before Federal Judge Charles Briggle, Dr. Burtan stood erect.

“You are hereby sentenced to serve fifteen years in Leavenworth Penitentiary,” the judge
intoned, “and to pay a fine of five thousand dollars.”

Fifteen years.
The number did not echo. It settled.

For the briefest instant — no more than a flicker — something like a bitter smile touched the
Doctor’s lips. It was gone almost at once.

He was led away.

Von Buelow, in view of his cooperation, saw the indictment against him dismissed. Shortly
thereafter he departed for Germany, leaving behind the city in which his fortune had risen —
and collapsed.

As for the higher architects — those who had refined the engraving, corrected their plates
after early warnings, and orchestrated distribution with almost bureaucratic efficiency —
their names dissolved into rumor.

Later, defectors would suggest that many of them perished in purges, vanished into Siberia,
or were absorbed into other shadows, taking their knowledge with them.

And so, the case concluded not with revelation, but with silence.

A counterfeit that deceived bankers and senators alike.

A physician who spoke of “revolutionary matters” — and nothing more.
A gray-coated messenger whose face was never properly recorded.

And the question that remains — long after the sentence has been served and the files
archived:

If authenticity can be manufactured so convincingly that even the careful accept it, at what
point does belief itself become the final forgery?

Itis not a question the courtroom answered.

Nor, perhaps, one it was ever meant to.
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Epilogue

After the sentence was pronounced and the Doctor conveyed to Leavenworth, the public
appetite for the affair softened perceptibly.

Trials, after all, satisfy something rather primitive in us. They take what is untidy and arrange
it into sequence. A beginning. A middle. An end. A crime described, a culprit identified, a
punishment delivered. One folds the newspaper, stirs one’s tea, and feels — if not reassured
— at least concluded.

Yet this case did not conclude so obediently.

Something lingered. Not loudly. Not insistently. Rather like the faintest trace of perfume in a
room long after the window has been shut — detectable only if one pauses.

The counterfeit had been extraordinary.

Even the men trained to distrust admitted as much. The engraving was not clumsy. It
possessed intelligence. The corrections made after those early Texas warnings were precise
— almost courteous, as though the engraver had accepted criticism in good faith and
amended his work accordingly. The notes passed through reputable banks, through the
careful hands of vice-presidents and state senators. They crossed borders with the calm
assurance of legitimacy.

And confidence, one must admit, implies structure.

In the years that followed, fragments surfaced — not in dramatic exposés, but gradually, like
pieces of a porcelain set discovered in separate cupboards.

Before the House Un-American Activities Committee, former Party officials spoke of secret
printing operations in Berlin during the late 1920s. One witness recalled being approached
in 1928 with what seemed, at the time, an oddly academic inquiry regarding the serial
numbering system of United States currency.

It had sounded like curiosity.
Later, it sounded like preparation.

Defectors — men who had once inhabited the disciplined shadows of Soviet intelligence —
described presses concealed behind legitimate facades, networks operating with
bureaucratic efficiency, and the quiet obedience expected of those who served. Some
hinted that individuals connected with such enterprises perished in subsequent purges.
Others vanished into Siberia. Names dissolved. Records disappeared. Threads frayed until
only suggestion remained.

And at the center of it all stood Dr. Valentine Gregory Burtan — physician, Party member,
convicted counterfeiter — who never offered more than that singular phrase:

“Revolutionary matters.”
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Was it loyalty?
Was it fear?

Or was it fidelity to something larger than personal consequence — a machinery that did not
pause merely because one cog had been removed?

It is unwise to romanticize silence. Silence may arise from many motives, some admirable,
some merely stubborn. Yet in this instance, the silence felt deliberate. Protective. As though
explanation itself might have endangered something still functioning, quietly, beyond the
courtroom’s reach.

Meanwhile, the counterfeit notes ceased to appear.

No avalanche followed. No final dramatic unmasking. The channels closed with almost
disappointing discretion. The presses — wherever they had stood — fell silent, or turned to
other tasks. The immediate crisis receded into transcripts, memoranda, and exhibits tied
neatly with government string.

From the vantage of years, the affair acquires a peculiar clarity.

An ordinary hundred-dollar bill — solid, reassuring, accepted without question — became
the instrument of international intrigue. It traveled through gambling houses, through
Chicago banks, through New York institutions whose daily business was vigilance.

Its authenticity did not vanish in spectacle.
It eroded — gently — under magnification.
And perhaps that is the most unsettling lesson of all.

We prefer to believe authenticity is inherent. That a thing is either genuine or it is not. Yet in
practice, authenticity rests upon trust — and trust, as experience repeatedly demonstrates,
is maintained largely by habit.

Stand again, if you will, in that pale dawn before the Kremlin.

The light comes reluctantly, as though uncertain it wishes to reveal anything at all. The sentry
moves with measured precision. The gray dome broods, unchanged. The walls — ancient
and impenetrable — offer no explanation.

They never do.

Invisible threads are drawn and redrawn across continents. Some are traced, labeled, and
filed. Others pass unnoticed, woven quietly into the fabric of ordinary transactions and polite
conversation.

And somewhere — perhaps in a banker’s drawer, perhaps in a collector’s album, perhaps
between the pages of an old ledger — a banknote lies beside its twin.

To the eye, they are indistinguishable.
To the touch, equally persuasive.
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Only under glass does the difference declare itself.
And so, it waits.

For someone patient enough. Skeptical enough. Willing to compare line against line and
refuse the comfort of assumption.

For someone prepared to ask — not loudly, not dramatically, but with steady insistence —
the oldest question in such matters:

Is it truly what it appears to be?
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L HERCA'SE OR THE

VANISHING AUTHENTICITY

A historical narrative by Dmitriy Litva

Deputy U.S. Marshal escorting Enrique Dechow von Buelow and Dr. Valentine Gregory
Burtan to trial, both shielding their faces with their hats.
Courtesy of The New York Times, January 1932.
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