
Original Series National Bank Notes 

with Charter Numbers 
and the Redemption of Unfit Notes 

OVERVIEW 

The Act of June 20, 1874, required that charter numbers be printed on national bank notes after 

passage of the act. Unissued sheets in the Comptroller’s inventory were returned to the Bureau of Engraving 

and Printing where the charter numbers were added. 

The reason charter numbers suddenly were required was that the burden for sorting and redeeming 

national bank notes was transferred from the banks to the U. S. Treasurer under the terms of the 1874 act. 

Now that the government was doing the job, the government officials wanted to make their job as easy as 

possible. 

ACT OF JUNE 20, 1874 

A common variety on the Original Series national bank notes is that of notes with charter numbers 

overprinted in red on their faces. The overprinting of the charter numbers was begun in 1874. However, the 

Treasury serial numbers on many such notes reveal that the notes actually were printed years before 1874. 

How could they carry charter numbers? 

The answer is imbedded in an amendment to the National Bank Act, passed June 20, 1874. Section 

5 reads: 
That the Comptroller of the Currency shall, under such rules and regulations as the Secretary of the 

Treasury may prescribe, cause the charter-numbers of the association to be printed upon all national-bank 

notes which may be hereafter issued by him. 

The operative words in Section 5 are “hereafter issued.”  This, of course, included not only notes 

printed after the date of the act, but also the unissued notes still on hand in the Comptroller’s inventory. 

OVERPRINTED CHARTER NUMBERS 

The Comptroller ceased issuing sheets without charter numbers as soon as the 1874 amendment 

was passed. Sheets already on hand were returned to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to have charter 
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Figure 1. Original Series $1 printed in 1873, without charter numbers. The charter numbers, 

2110, were added to the sheet containing this note before it was shipped to the bank as a result 

of the requirement in the Act of June 20, 1874, that charter numbers be printed on national 

bank notes. 

1

markd



numbers added. Added numbers have been observed on 1-1-1-2 Original Series notes from the first 

Treasury serial number block printed in 1865. These carry unprefixed red Treasury sheet numbers. 

A typical example involved The Wyoming National Bank of Laramie City, Wyoming Territory 

(2110), that received 1,000 Original Series 1-1-1-2 sheets between May 29, 1876, and August 15, 1878. 

They were from a June 1873 printing of 1,500 sheets for the bank that were made without charter numbers. 

None were shipped before passage of the 1874 act, so charter numbers were overprinted on them afterward. 

The note shown here was in the last shipment to the bank that contained sheets 901 to 1000. 

THE FIRST OVERPRINTED CHARTER NUMBERS 

The Comptroller had been experimenting with printing charter numbers on national bank notes 

prior to passage of the Act of June 20, 1874. The first appearance involved the engraving of charter numbers 

on $5 plates with deliveries beginning in December, 1873. These constituted a variety now known as black 

charter $5s. 

Doug Walcutt discovered from receipts ledgers that the overprinting of charter numbers on new 

sheets actually began at least five weeks before passage of the June 20, 1874 act. The Comptroller’s clerks 

first began recording the charter numbers for new sheets beginning with the 5-5-5-5 combination on May 

13, 1874, and next the 1-1-1-2 combination on May 14. However, at least some of the 1-1-1-2 sheets 

delivered on May 12 had charter numbers as well. 

Delivery data for the 5-5-5-5 combination reveal that overprinted charter numbers were first used 

in the N block of Treasury sheet serial numbers; specifically, for sheets starting with number N1766 for 

The First National Bank of Grand Haven, Michigan (1849), received May 13, 1874. The first delivery to 

the Comptroller in the N block without charter numbers had arrived May 9, for The Pomeroy National 

Bank, Ohio (1980), and included serials N9-N1008, 2001-3000. The next delivery, also on May 9, was for 

The National Bank of Schwenksville, Pennsylvania (2142), bearing serials N1016-N1765, 1-750. These 

had engraved charter numbers. 

Consequently, the only N-block $5s without them were the sheets made for Pomeroy. Fifty sheets, 

N9-N58, 2001-2050, were sent to the bank before passage of the Act of June 20. The rest were returned to 

the Bureau of Engraving and Printing where charter numbers were added. The final result was that those 

first 50 sheets were the only ones in the N block $5 that got out without charter numbers! 

CHARTER NUMBER OVER SEAL $1 AND $2 VARIETIES 

Walcutt (1995, 2001) recognized a short-lived variety on new $1 and $2 sheets that occurred when 

charter numbers first began to be overprinted. The right charter number on the variety is placed above, 

Figure 2. Original Series $1 with the right charter number above the Treasury seal, a variety 

produced for a short period during 1874 when charter numbers were first being overprinted 

on the sheets. 
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instead of below, the Treasury seal. 

The earliest reported note with a charter number above the seal is a $1 D869455-3326-B on 

Wickford, Rhode Island (1592), from the second of two 1-1-1-2 deliveries to the Comptroller on May 12, 

1874. The first delivery that day was for Bennington, Vermont (130), beginning with serial D868980-1601, 

that probably is the first printing with the charter number over seal variety. 

Production of $1s and $2s continued with the right charter numbers above the seal for a month after 

passage of the Act of June 20, 1874. However, Bureau personnel discovered that there was no room above 

the seal as they began overprinting charter numbers on existing stocks of old sheets. Those charter numbers 

were of necessity placed below the seal. 

The inconsistency between placements was acknowledged, so for uniformity, the right charter 

number on new sheets was relocated below the seal as well. The first of these was received from the Bureau 

on July 28, 1874. A note from the second of two 1-1-1-2 shipments that day is known, a $2 from 

Cumberland, Rhode Island (1404), with serial D949842-2583-A. The first delivery that day was for The 

National Bank of Waterville, New York (1361), beginning with serial D949160-2201, so we assume that 

this was the first to have the number below the seal. 

The range of Treasury serials with the charter number above the seal appears to be D868980-

D949159, encompassing 80,180 sheets for 65 banks in 22 states. Not all were issued. 

REDEMPTION PROCEDURES 

The overprinting of charter numbers beginning in 1874 obviously was undertaken to facilitate 

sorting worn notes as they came in for redemption. However, this explanation is a bit superficial based on 

the facts at hand. The 1874 act also greatly streamlined the way in which national bank notes were 

redeemed. 

The National Bank Act of June 3, 1864, that supplanted the Act of February 25, 1863, provided for 

a cumbersome procedure for the redemption of national bank notes, and the replacement of worn notes 

from circulation. From the bottom up, it went like this. 

All national banks, except those in reserve cities, were required to maintain cash reserves equal to 

15 percent of the combined totals of their circulation and deposits. The purposes for these reserves were 

twofold: to provide money that would (1) allow the bank to redeem its notes, and (2) allow depositors to 

withdraw money from their deposit accounts. The reserves consisted of legal tender notes. 

The 1864 law specified that 3/5ths of the 15 percent reserve could be deposited in reserve accounts 

in national banks located in a reserve city. These special accounts served as redemption accounts that the 

reserve city bank could use to redeem notes issued by the depositor bank. 

The reserve cities designated by the law were Albany, Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, 

Cleveland, Detroit, Leavenworth, Louisville, Milwaukee, New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, 

Pittsburgh, Saint Louis, San Francisco and Washington. The Comptroller of the Currency could add 

Charleston and Richmond to this list at a later date provided the “condition of the southern states will 

warrant it” as they recovered from the Civil War. 

National banks in the reserve cities were required to hold legal money reserves totaling 25 percent 

of their circulation and deposits. Half of their reserves could be placed in reserve (redemption) accounts in 

national banks located in New York. Thus the New York bank would serve as redemption agent for notes 

issued by the reserve city banks. 

Through this convoluted arrangement, the job of redeeming national bank notes, and removing 

unfit notes from circulation, was placed squarely on the national banks themselves. This included, of course, 

the sorting and record keeping that attended the task before the notes were finally sent to the Comptroller 

for destruction and replacement in the case of active banks, or destruction in the case of failed or liquidated 

banks. 

However, there was nothing in the law that actually required that bankers cull unfit notes from 

circulation. The fact is, it was a financial burden to remove unfit notes from circulation. Consequently, the 

typical banker reissued the notes rather than redeem them, so the quality of notes in circulation continued 

to worsen with time. 

The amendment to the National Bank Act passed June 20, 1874, did away with the reserve 
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requirements on circulation. In its place, each national bank had to deposit lawful money with the U.S. 

Treasurer equaling five percent of its outstanding circulation. This five percent redemption fund was to be 

used by the Treasurer to redeem notes issued by the bank. Of course, the existence of this fund in 

Washington did not relieve the bank of its obligation to redeem its national bank notes in lawful money 

over its own counter. However, the major burden for removing unfit national bank notes was placed on the 

Treasury instead of on the national banks. 

Now that the U.S. Treasury, instead of the banks, had to sort all those national bank notes, the 

government decided to make its sorting job easier. Thus, Section 5 of the 1874 amendment required the 

overprinting of charter numbers on all future national bank notes shipped by the Comptroller of the 

Currency. 

BANKS PAY FOR PLATES 

Two new costs were placed on the national banks as a price for this centralized redemption service. 

Of little importance to national bank note collectors was that the prorated costs for transporting and sorting 

their redeemed notes were charged to the banks. Of great interest was the provision that henceforth the 

national banks had to pay for their printing plates. You now can understand why beginning in late June 

1874, new banks ordered far fewer plate combinations than previously! 

REDEMPTIONS OF UNFIT NOTES 

The work beginning in July 1874 performed by the new National Bank Redemption Agency was 

staggering. Annual redemptions previously hit $36 million for the year ending October 31, 1873, most of 

which consisted of worn notes replaced with new. That number rocketed to $137 million in 1875, an amount 

that represented 40 percent of the outstanding circulation during that year (Comptroller of the Currency, 

1875, p. xxxvii). Exceptionally heavy turnover continued through 1878 until the problem of unfit currency 

in circulation was resolved. 

The Comptroller of the Currency John Knox (1875, p. xxxv) reported the following faulty but 

interesting statistic: 
The amount of national-bank notes now outstanding upon which the charter-number has been printed, is 

$156,256,347, leaving $101,960,555 of notes in circulation without numbers. 

These numbers do not add up to the total outstanding circulation of over $343 million reported for 

1875. However, assuming that the $156 million figure is correct, well over 45 percent of the Original Series 

notes in circulation in 1875 already had charter numbers. This ratio could only increase with time because 

overprinted Original Series notes continued to be issued for years afterward. Thus, you can see why Original 

Series notes with charter numbers are rather common. 

REFERENCES CITED AND SOURCES OF DATA 
Comptroller of the Currency, 1863-1912, Receipts of national bank currency from the engravers: Record Group 101, U. S. National 

Archives, College Park, MD. 

Comptroller of the Currency, 1863-1935, National currency and bond ledgers: Record Group 101, U. S. National Archives, College 

Park, MD. 

Comptroller of the Currency, 1875, Annual report of the Comptroller of the Currency to the First Session of the Forty-Fourth 

Congress of the United States: Government Printing Office, Washington, DC, LXVI plus appendices. 

United States Statutes, Acts of February 25, 1863, June 3, 1864 and June 20, 1874, pertaining to national banks: Government 

Printing Office, Washington, DC. 

Walcutt, Doug, 1995, Varieties of national bank notes, part 3: The Rag Picker, Paper Money Collectors of Michigan, v. 30, no. 3, 

p. 14-30. 

Walcutt, Doug, 2001, Varieties of national bank notes, part 3a: The Rag Picker, Paper Money Collectors of Michigan, v. 35, no. 4, 

p. 13-26. 

This chapter is from The Encyclopedia of U. S. National Bank Notes published jointly by the National Currency 

Foundation (www.nationalcurrencyfoundation.com) and Society of Paper Money Collectors (www.spmc.org). 

4


