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Series of 1917 
$1 and $2 National Bank Notes 

 

 INTRODUCTION 

Comptroller of the Currency John Skelton Williams, beginning with his first annual report in 1914, 

recommended legislation to repeal the restriction on the amount of $5 notes that a national bank could issue 

(Williams, 1914, p. 20). The Gold Standard Act of March 14, 1900 specified that $5 notes could not be 

issued to banks in amounts of more than one-third of their total circulation. The motivation for Williams’ 

request was to help alleviate a shortage of small denomination notes in circulation. The Treasury was 

experiencing ever growing demand for small denomination notes by the public during the years leading up 

to World War I, so the issuance of a greater proportion of $5s by national banks could offer some mitigation. 

$1 AND $2 AUTHORIZED 

Williams’ recommendation finally was acted upon in 1917 when an act was passed October 5th 

that addressed the problem and more. Section 3 of that act states: 
That from, and after the passage of this Act, any national banking association, upon compliance with the 

provision of law applicable thereto, shall be entitled to receive from the Comptroller of the Currency, or to 
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Figure 1. Model of the $1 Series of 1917 national bank note provided for in the Act of October 

5, 1917. Notice that the paste-up overprinted charter numbers do not match those in the 

borders. Charter 5098 belongs to The Citizens National Bank of East Liverpool, Ohio; 3113 

with regional letter S was borrowed from The First National Bank of Marshall, Texas. 

National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution, photo. 
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issue or reissue, or place in circulation notes in denominations of $1, $2, $5, $10, $20, $50, and $100 in 

such proportion as to each of said denominations as the bank may elect; Provided, however, That no bank 

shall receive or have in circulation at any one time more than $25,000 in notes of the denominations of $1 

and $2. 

The limit on $5s was repealed, but now there also were $1 and $2 notes to contend with as well! 

Williams (1917, p. 80) wrote: 
As there were 7,671 national banks in existence on October 31, 1917, it is evident that it will be possible 

to add to the bank circulation the sum of $191,775,000 in notes of the denominations of $1 and $2. 

The models shown here were prepared for these new denominations. However, it doesn’t appear 

that preparation of actual notes progressed much beyond the model stage. An explanation was forthcoming 

a year later from Williams (1918, p. 124). 
While the recent amendment to the law authorizes the issuance of national-bank notes of the denominations 

of $1 and $2, no 1’s and 2’s have been issued under that amendment, mainly because of the extraordinary 

demands on the Bureau of Engraving and Printing for the engraving and printing of Government securities, 

etc., and by the issuance of 1’s and 2’s by the Federal Reserve banks. 

The workload he was referring to at the Bureau was production of World War I liberty loan bonds. 

$1 AND $2 NEVER ISSUED 

$1 and $2 Series of 1917 never were produced, the explanation being that issuance of Series of 

1918 Federal Reserve bank notes supplied much of the demand for the small denominations. Here is 

information provided by Williams (1918, p. 133-134) pertaining to that substitution. 
In addition to Federal Reserve notes, the Federal Reserve banks may issue “Federal Reserve bank 

notes.” This currency is of the same tenor and effect and is issued under the same terms and conditions as 

Figure 2. Model of a $2 Series of 1917 national bank note provided for in the Act of October 

5, 1917. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution, photo. 
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national-bank notes, except that its volume is not limited to the amount of capital stock of the issuing bank. 

The notes issued to the [Federal Reserve] banks are secured by deposits of United States Government 

bonds bearing the circulation privilege, acquired in the open market or taken over from national banks 

desiring to reduce their circulation, or secured by United States certificates of indebtedness or one-year 

gold notes, as authorized by the Pittman Act. 

He went on to say, 
Under the provision of “An act to conserve the gold supply of the United States,” etc., commonly 

known as the “Pittman Act,” the Secretary of the Treasury was authorized to withdraw silver certificates 

from circulation and to melt or break up and sell as bullion not more than 350,000,000 standard silver 

dollars held as security therefore. 

In order to prevent contraction of the currency, Federal Reserve banks were authorized to issue 

Federal Reserve bank notes (including denominations of $1 and $2) upon the deposit as security with the 

Treasurer of the United States of United States certificates of indebtedness or one-year gold notes. 

DISCUSSION 

The use of Federal Reserve bank notes was specifically called for in the Pittman Act to offset the 

reduction in silver certificates as the silver melts took place. The FRBN $1 and $2 denominations authorized 

Figure 3. The Pittman Act called for Federal Reserve bank notes to replace silver certificates withdrawn 

concurrent with the melting of their silver dollar backing. There was a press within the Treasury Department 

to standardize the look of U. S. currency during the period when these notes were being designed. Notice the 

similarity between this note and the $1 NBN model illustrated on Figure 1 as well as the other Series of 1914 

FRN denominations that preceded it. It appears that the Treasury officials had in mind creating a distinct look 

for bank currency as opposed to Treasury currency. On this $1 FRBN, they faced Washington inward, which 

looks better, but nicely lifted the eagle on the back without modification. Too bad the battleship that was used 

on the backs of the FRBNs $2s had not been thought of when the model for the $2 NBN was floated. Heritage 

Action Archives photo. 
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in the act targeted the void caused by the loss of $1 and $2 silver certificates from circulation. The FRBNs 

were designed to be a temporary stopgap issue to bridge the shortfall of silver certificates during the period 

when the old silver dollars were being melted and the bullion sold to Britain, and stockpiles of new silver 

dollars were minted from newly mined domestic silver. Silver certificates had to be withdrawn from 

circulation as the old dollars were melted because those old dollars were the backing for them. Once new 

dollars could be produced and stockpiled in the Treasury, new silver certificates could be issued against 

them. In all of this, notice that the public preferred to carry silver certificates rather than the bulky coins.  

In addition, $1 and $2 legal tenders also were put into production by the Treasury for the first time 

since the close of fiscal year 1896. The issuance of $1 and $2 legal tender notes beginning in 1918 was 

accomplished by an offsetting retirement of an equal value of high denomination legal tender notes, because 

the total circulation of legal tender notes was fixed at $346,681,016 under the terms of the Act of May 31, 

1878. 

The net result was that the circulation of $1 and $2 notes increased throughout the crucial World 

War I era and beyond, despite the temporary but drastic removal of $1 and $2 silver certificates during the 

Pittman melts of 1918-1919. The shortfall of silver certificates was made up by the combined issuance of 

Federal Reserve bank notes and legal tender notes. 

The production of Federal Reserve bank notes ceased in fiscal year 1922 as new silver dollars were 

minted and silver certificates were issued against them as per the terms of the Pittman Act. The production 

of $1 and $2 legal tender notes tapered off during the rest of the large note era as silver certificate production 

continued to ramp up. There simply wasn’t a need for $1 and $2 national bank notes. 

The never-issued $1 and $2 Series of 1917 national bank notes joined a list of other authorized 

national bank note denominations that never were used. Most notable are the $10,000 notes called for along 

with $500s and $1000s in the Aldrich-Vreeland Emergency Currency Act of May 30, 1908, the act that 

ushered in the date backs. No models of the high denomination Aldrich-Vreeland notes have been found. 

Similarly, $500 and $1000 denominations authorized by an amendment to the National Bank Act dated 

March 3, 1919, never were made. 
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