
Series of 1929 
National Bank Notes: 

From Origin to Demise 

The first small size currency was released to the public on July 10, 1929, and national bank notes 

began to follow on July 15th. The new notes were the culmination of an enormous effort on the part of the 

Treasury to implement a currency that was uniform in design and substantially cheaper to manufacture. 

Thus, the Series of 1929 national bank notes were born. 

The Series of 1929 notes were the small size counterparts to the Series of 1902, which was the only 

current national bank note series at the time. The Series of 1929 would bear witness to the most tumultuous 

financial crisis in the nation’s history. National banking and national currency would in part contribute to 

it, and the remedies already enacted in the form of the Federal Reserve system would ultimately displace 

national currency. 

A huge number of banks issued the series, 6,996 different charters to be exact. There were 205 title 

changes and 17 town name changes among these. Eleven banks in this group had simultaneous title and 

town name changes. This yields a total of 7,207 different titles. All those different titles went on to issue 

27,031 different types and denominations at last count! 

ORIGIN OF SMALL SIZE NATIONALS 

Small size currency can be traced to Franklin MacVeagh, Secretary of the Treasury under President 

Taft from 1909 to 1913. MacVeagh promoted the adoption of small size notes after viewing the success of 

the reduced size currency produced by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing for the Philippine Islands 

starting in 1904. On February 26, 1913, he instructed the Bureau to engrave small size dies and prepare 

plates for the then-current classes of notes, including U. S. notes, gold and silver certificates, and national 

bank notes. 

When Taft left office in March 1913, MacVeagh was replaced by William McAdoo, a Wilson 

appointee. The new Wilson administration gave the project low priority. The concept was set aside despite 

attempts to revive it in 1914 and 1918. By 1917, the United States was fully embroiled in World War I, and 

the Bureau was experiencing unprecedented demands for its products, chief among these being the Liberty 

Loan Bonds needed to support the war effort. Small note development was indefinitely shelved. 

Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon, a Republican Coolidge appointee, revived the project 

by appointing the first of several committees to restudy the small note question on August 20, 1925. Every 

detail was considered from currency designs to the wider monetary aspects important in such a major 
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undertaking. The efforts of these committees culminated in success when on May 16, 1927, Secretary 

Mellon authorized the conversion to small size currency for all classes except national bank notes. 

Authorization to reduce the size of national bank notes came in due course on January 12, 1929. 

The primary incentive for adopting the smaller size notes was cost savings, not only in materials 

and printing, but in handling as well. The proposed small notes had four advantages: (1) each denomination 

had a common back design, (2) the faces were essentially uniform and carried the same portrait for each 

denomination regardless of class, (3) the class was distinguished by the color of the seal and serial numbers, 

and (4) the paper had silk fibers disseminated throughout rather than in bands. The latter was an unintended 

benefit of an accident at a paper mill where a stock of spoiled paper was re-pulped. The bands of silk fibers 

in the recycled paper were dispersed throughout the new, and the result was recognized as superior. 

Although the conversion to small size notes involved a major retooling at the Bureau of Engraving 

and Printing, it provided the opportunity for standardization and improvements in processing. For example, 

the faces of large size national bank notes were being printed on small 4-subject presses, whereas most 

other classes of currency, and the backs of $5, $10 and $20 nationals, had been converted to 8-subject power 

presses by 1928. The new 12-subject sheet format for all classes of small size notes was designed to be 

handled by the power presses. 

The best part about small size national bank note production from the perspective of the Bureau 

was that the bank information was overprinted using typographic printing presses, and the overprint was 

the same for all the denominations. There no longer was a need to maintain and house a huge inventory of 

bank-specific face plates of varying denominations. Instead, upon receipt of orders, appropriate 

denominations were withdrawn from a common pool of preprinted generic sheets and fed through a single 

overprinting press to receive the bank information. 

The overprinting of the bank information turned out to be so effective, the Bureau began to 

overprint Treasury signatures and series dates on $1 notes beginning in 1935. The concept spread to other 

denominations and classes later. 

The models for the small size national bank notes were approved February 6, 1929, so the series 

was designated the Series of 1929, instead of 1928. The first small size national bank notes were shipped 

from the Bureau to the Comptroller on June 22, 1929. Almost four and a half million sheets of nationals 

were printed over the next five months to satisfy the initial orders. The last Series of 1902 notes were 

delivered August 17th. 

LAUNCHING THE SERIES OF 1929 

National bank notes were deliberately left for last as planning and then execution of the changeover 

to small size notes took place. There were two primary issues: (1) a minority but influential contingent in 

Treasury wanted national bank notes abolished and (2) printing them in small size was going to be a 

Figure 2. The U. S. Treasury under 

Republican Secretaries of the 

Treasury Franklin MacVeagh (1909-

1913) and Andrew W. Mellon (1921-

1932) respectively conceived and 

implemented the adoption of small 

size U. S. currency. Wikipedia 

photos. 
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logistical nightmare. 

There was a lively internal debate among the Treasury brain trust about the wisdom of continuing 

national bank notes. The conversation was among decades-experienced career currency masters who 

advised the politicos at the top. Most were late in their careers, but even so they devoted a huge amount of 

time to the subject of national bank notes in general and the conversion to small size specifically. They 

cared deeply about the subject. The decision to continue nationals was not ad hoc or pro forma, but rather 

was carefully considered after due deliberation and ultimately weighed by what they felt best served the 

national interest as well as the interests of the established national banking system. 

Future Treasurer Walter O. Woods, who in 1929 was Treasury Auditor, served as spokesman for 

the anti-national faction and produced a series of essays in letter form articulating their position. He wrote 

that in fact nationals were nothing more than fiat money and thus the weakest class of U. S. currency 

(Woods, Feb 15, 1928). He considered the effort it required to operate the national bank note program to 

be a waste of money, especially because nationals comprised a fraction of the total money supply and cost 

the most per dollar to circulate. At the least, Woods argued, the names of the banks should be dropped from 

the notes and they should be handled as a form of bond-secured Treasury notes with greatly simplified 

issuance and redemption procedures. This would eliminate most of the high costs associated with 

circulating them. Woods acknowledged that many bankers perceived their notes as having some advertising 

value, so they would resist such action. 

Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Henry H. Bond advised in November, 1928, that 18.5% of $5s, 

$10s and $20s in circulation were nationals (Bond, Nov 9, 1928). The decision to continue nationals had 

not been made yet. 

One option open to the Treasury was to call the bonds securing nationals and simply do away with 

them. The administrators in Treasury did not feel this course of action was their prerogative, a position 

articulated in a confidential memo concerning the rollout of small size currency written for Secretary of the 

Treasury Mellon to present at a conference of the Governors and agents of the Federal Reserve banks 

Figure 3. Approved model for the $100 Series of 1929 national bank note. National Numismatic Collection, 

Smithsonian Institution photo. 
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(Mellon, Nov 16, 1928). 
The question as to the future of National bank notes is a matter which the Secretary of the Treasury feels 

should be referred to the Congress for decision. It is true the Federal Reserve Act contemplated their 

retirement, but circumstances have been such as to make it impossible to carry out the provisions of that 

Act, much time has elapsed since its enactment, and conditions may be such to-day that the Congress may 

desire to change its policy. If Congress decides that National bank notes should continue as permanent part 

of our currency system, the Treasury will be prepared to begin the production of National bank notes of 

reduced size early in the fiscal year 1930. 

Figure 4. Mockup of a $5 Series of 1929 national bank note made from the $5 die printed on 

card stock using an obsolete title and fictitious charter number for a bank in Washington, 

DC, that operated under Charter 10316. This was a presentation piece given to Henry H. 

Bond, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury during 1927-1929, who oversaw the conversion to 

small size currency. Photo courtesy of Heritage Auction Archives. 

Figure 5. BEP Director Alvin 

W. Hall (standing), Secretary 

of the Treasury Andrew W. 

Mellon (left) and Assistant 

Secretary Henry Herrick 

Bond (right) examine sheets 

of the new small size 

currency. Bond oversaw the 

conversion to small size. 

Library of Congress photo. 
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Secretary of the Treasury Andrew W. Mellon concluded that the early retirement of the national 

bank note circulation was inadvisable without authorization from Congress, so he included nationals in the 

size reduction program during January 1929 (Mellon, Jun 3, 1929). Comptroller of the Currency John Pole 

set October 1, 1929 or thereabouts as their release date (Broughton, Jan 18, 1929). It was Pole=s desire to 

make them available on a fixed date to all the issuing banks. However, it was rather quickly recognized that 

a simultaneous release would be logistically difficult, so a plan was quickly adopted to start releasing them 

to banks in charter number order as they became available from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. 

Undersecretary of the Treasury Mills signed off on this approach on May 18, 1929 (Mills, May 18, 1929). 

A balancing act would be required for the Comptroller to have on hand and to consume existing 

stocks of Series of 1902 notes for the banks with higher charter numbers, and to have available adequate 

stocks of Series of 1929 notes for banks with low charter numbers during the phase-in period. Everyone 

wanted to avoid having to print large size notes during the transition so the BEP could focus on the Series 

of 1929. This ideal plan was foiled by delays in receiving overprinting plates from Barnhart Brothers & 

Spindler, so the Bureau had to schedule concurrent production of both Series of 1902 and 1929 notes for a 

couple of months. 

Work on the Series of 1929 progressed steadily at the BEP. Many of the dates listed below are 

reported in week-ending form. They are from weekly reports entitled “Events of the week ended [date]” 

that were written each Thursday by BEP Director Alvin W. Hall at the behest of Assistant Secretary of the 

Treasury Henry H. Bond (Hall, weekly). 

TIME LINE 

1927: 

December 26: Undersecretary of the Treasury Ogden L. Mills wrote a letter to Solicitor of the Treasury 

Robert J. Mawhinney in the Department of Justice asking if he saw anything in existing 

legislation that would preclude the bank information from being overprinted on otherwise 

uniform face stock on the proposed small size national bank notes (Mills, Dec 28, 1927). 

1928: 

January 10: Solicitor Mawhinney raised no objections to the overprinting of the bank information on 

the proposed small size national bank notes (Mawhinney, Jan 10, 1928). 

May 18: Bureau of Engraving and Printing Director Alvin W. Hall sent to Commissioner of the Public 

Debt William S. Broughton specimens of typeset bank titles for consideration that included the 

bank title, a plate date and the postal location, virtually identical to what was presented in the title 

blocks of large size national bank notes (Hall, May 18, 1928). 

May 24: Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Henry H. Bond proposed to Comptroller of the Currency 

J. W. McIntosh that the plate date found on Series of 1902 notes be dropped from the forthcoming 

small size national bank notes (Bond, May 24, 1928). 

May 29: J. W. McIntosh, Comptroller of the Currency concurred that the plate date could be dropped 

from the title blocks on the small size national bank notes and he also agreed on the general layout 

of the title blocks that were used (McIntosh, May 29, 1928). 

November 12: Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Henry H. Bond authorized Bureau of Engraving 

Director Alvin W. Hall to proceed with the preparation of designs for small size national bank 

notes (Bond, Nov. 12, 1928). 

1929: 

January 31: $5 and $10 Series of 1929 face models approved by Acting Comptroller F. G. Awalt 

(Awalt, Jan 31, 1929). 

February 1: $20, $50, $100 Series of 1929 face models approved by Acting Comptroller F. G. Awalt 

(Awalt, Feb 1, 1929). 

February 6: Series of 1929 face models approved by Secretary of the Treasury Andrew W. Mellon 

(BEP, Feb 6, 1929). 

February 7: $5 Series of 1929 face die 13826 is completed and delivered to the BEP plate vault division 

(BEP, 1875-1935b). 

February 8: $20 Series of 1929 face die 13827 is completed and delivered to the BEP plate vault 
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division (BEP, 1875-1935b). 

February 13: $10 Series of 1929 face die 13830 is completed and delivered to the BEP plate vault 

division (BEP, 1875-1935b). 

Week ending February 21: specifications for serial numbering heads for use in numbering Series of 

1929 national bank notes were completed and were to be sent to bidders within a day or so. The 

serial numbers were to be sheet numbers utilizing the prefix letters A through F to denote the 

position of the notes on a sheet. 

February 23: Comptroller of the Currency J. W. Pole sent a circular to the national banks requesting 

that they supply signature samples for use in making the overprinting plates for the Series of 1929 

national bank notes on a form that was provided (Pole, Feb 23, 1929). 

March 18: Preparation of a mock-up Government Printing Office electrotype overprinting plate for 

the Series of 1929 was authorized by BEP Director A. W. Hall (Hall, Mar 18, 1929). 

Week ending March 21: specifications for the purchase of 43,000 (7,167 sets of 6) overprinting plates 

were sent to prospective bidders, bids to be opened April 1. The bidders were required to submit 

samples of their plates. 

Week ending March 28: The Government Printing Office was requested to make up a set of sample 

electrotype overprinting plates in order to Agive an idea how the type made by the Government 

Printing Office will appear.@ 
April 1: The bids for the manufacture of the overprinting plates were opened. Barnhart Brothers & 

Spindler had the high bid at $29.75 per set of six logotypes, whereas the low bid was $7 per set 

for electrotypes (Hall, Apr 4, 1929). 

April 3: Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Henry H. Bond, Commissioner of the Public Debt William 

S. Broughton and Acting Comptroller F. G. Awalt decided that distribution of the Series of 1929 

would be in order of charter number. BEP Director A. W. Hall projected that the initial deliveries 

of the Series of 1929 to the Comptroller could be made between July 1 and October 1 (Broughton, 

Apr 3, 1929). 

Week ending April 4: work on engraving the Series of 1929 intaglio face plates was far along although 

the $50 and $100 had to be revised because insufficient space was left for the overprints. 

April 12: Superintendent G. O. Barnes of the National Bank Redemption Agency proposed to BEP 

Director Hall that the right charter number on Series of 1929 notes be printed in stacked form 

with the thousands appearing on the top line, in two digits for the high numbers, in order to 

facilitate the work of sorters at the redemption agency. Treasurer Walter O. Woods approved this 

recommendation (Barnes, Apr 12, 1929). 

Week ending April 18: A test printing of 61,000 sheets was made from the sample overprinting plates 

submitted by the bidders. 

April 26: The sample overprinting plates were delivered to the Bureau of Standards for testing after 

the test press run (Duncan, Apr 25, 1929). 

April 29: Bureau of Standards Director George K. Burgess certified that the BBS logotypes had 

superior wearing qualities over electrotypes (Burgess, Apr 29, 1929). 

May 11: Acting Secretary of the Treasury Henry H. Bond transmitted the bids received for the 

overprinting plates to the Comptroller General at the General Accounting Office for his approval, 

because the Treasury Department wanted to accept the highest bid from BBS, rather than the 

lowest (Bond, May 11, 1929). 

Week ending May 16: The order for logotypes was placed with BBS; however, the General 

Accounting Office delayed the award of the BBS contract until their higher cost was justified. 

Production of logotypes was projected by BBS to reach 100 sets a day by June 22. The engraving 

of intaglio $5, $10 and $20 face dies was complete, and the $50 and $100 dies were respectively 

85% and 45% complete. The numbering blocks for the serial numbering machines were received. 

May 21: $5 Series of 1929 face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

Week ending May 23: The Comptroller General approved the award of the logotype contract to BBS 

on May 20, so it was planned for the BEP to place the order in the next day or two so deliveries 
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should start within a month. 

May 28: $10 Series of 1929 face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

May 29: BBS assured the BEP that they could meet the following schedule for logotype deliveries 

(Hall, May 29, 1929): 
25 sets per day beginning June 8 
50 sets per day beginning June 15 
100 sets per day beginning June 22 
gradual increase per day thereafter 

June 5: First set of four $5 Series of 1929 face plates certified and sent to press (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

June 12: First $10 Series of 1929 face plate certified (plate 2) (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

June 12: $20 Series of 1929 face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

Week ending June 13: A shipment of logotype plates was to leave the BBS plant in Chicago either 

June 13 or 14 by express. 

June 14: First set of four $10 Series of 1929 face plates sent to press (BEP, 1929-1935a). June 

21: First set of four $20 Series of 1929 face plates certified and sent to press (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

June 22: First delivery of $5 Series of 1929 sheets was made to the Comptroller (Fremont, OH, charter 

5, was the first order) (BEP, 1924-1935). 

June 26: First delivery of $10 Series of 1929 sheets was made to the Comptroller (Fremont, OH, 

charter 5, was the first order) (BEP, 1924-1935). 

Week ending June 27: $100 face die was 75% complete. 

July 2: $50 Series of 1929 (wide) face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

July 2: First delivery of $20 Series of 1929 sheets was made to the Comptroller (New Haven, CT, 

charter 2 was the first order) (BEP, 1924-1935). 

July 10: First small size notes were released to the public in the form of $1 silver certificates. 

July 13: Deliveries of Series of 1929 from the Comptroller’s office to national banks began in charter 

number order beginning with The First National Bank and Trust Company of New Haven, 

Connecticut, charter 2, so that many would be available to the banks on the official release date 

of Monday, July 15th (BEP, 1863-1935). 

July 15: Official release date for Series of 1929 national bank notes. 

July 17: First $50 Series of 1929 (wide) face plate certified (BEP, 1875-1929). 

Week ending July 18: Logotype deliveries from BBS were behind schedule which slowed deliveries 

of completed sheets to the Comptroller. 

Week ending July 25: Logotype deliveries from BBS were still behind. 

July 22: $100 Series of 1929 (wide) face plates 1 and 2 began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

July 26: First set of four $50 Series of 1929 (wide) face plates sent to press (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

Week ending August 1: Logotype deliveries were 1,100 plates in arrears. BEP sent a representative to 

the BBS Chicago plant to spur production. 

August 6: First $100 Series of 1929 (wide) face plate certified (BEP, 1875-1929). No $100 wide plates 

were sent to press. 

August 7: A set of electrotype overprinting plates was ordered from the Government Printing Office 

for The First National Bank of the City of New York, charter 29, and put to press August 8 for 

testing purposes. No notes from this printing were issued (Hall, Aug 7, 1929). 

August 7: $50 Series of 1929 (narrow) face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

August 7: Face printings for Series of 1902 notes ceased (BEP, 1962, p. 115). 

August 8: $50 Series of 1929 (wide) face plates dropped from press, printings discontinued (BEP, 

1929-1935a). 

August 12: $100 Series of 1929 (narrow) face die 13848 is completed and delivered to the BEP plate 

vault division (BEP, 1875-1935b). 

August 17: Last Series of 1902 sheets were delivered to the Comptroller of the Currency (BEP, 1924-

1935). 

Week ending August 22: The rate of delivery of logotypes from BBS was finally 50 or more sets per 
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day. BEP-GPO electrotype plate production was 24 sets per day from two 12-hour shifts. 

Consequently, the 75-bank capacity of the Surface Printing Division, working two 8-hour shifts, 

could be achieved. 

August 26: First three sets of GPO production overprinting plates put to press (BEP, 1929). 

August 28: First delivery to the Comptroller from GPO plates was made for 13 banks (BEP, 1929). 

August 29: $100 Series of 1929 (narrow) face plates began to be made (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

September 4: First $50 Series of 1929 (narrow) face plate certified (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

September 10: First $50 Series of 1929 (narrow) face plates sent to press (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

September 13: First $100 Series of 1929 (narrow) face plates certified (BEP, 1929-1935a). 

September 16: First $100 set of four Series of 1929 (narrow) face plates sent to press (BEP, 1929-

1935a). 

October 7: First deliveries of $50 and $100 Series of 1929 sheets to the Comptroller (Davenport, IA, 

charter 15, was the first order for each) (BEP, 1924-1935). 

October 16: Last GPO overprinting plates sent to press (BEP, 1929). 

Week ending November 7: First delivery of Series of 1929 national bank notes had been made to all 

banks from the Comptroller’s office, so the night shift to print nationals was discontinued at the 

BEP. 

WIDE AND NARROW $50 AND $100 PLATES 

One important design feature of the Series of 1929 intaglio face plates was their narrow borders in 

comparison to those of other classes of currency. Of course, the reason for them was to provide room for 

the bank overprints. This caused a headache when the first $50 and $100 plates were made. The first eight 

of each were found to have borders that were too wide. 

$50 face plates 1 through 8 were completed between July 17 and 22, 1929, and the first four were 

sent to press right away from July 26 through August 8. They were on the same 4-plate press, and each 

produced 5,600 impressions. Then the problem was discovered. 

$100 face plates 1 and 2 had been completed by then, respectively on August 6th and 7th. Work 

was halted on $100 plates 3 through 8, and a quick redesign was commenced for both denominations. 

Figure 6. Comparisons between the wide and narrow borders on the $50 and $100 notes. The filigree along 

the inside of the right and left borders on the $50s was removed because there was insufficient space to 

accommodate the bank overprint. 22,400 sheets were printed before the problem was recognized. The width 

of the right and left borders on the $100s was similarly reduced. The eight affected $100 plates never saw 

production; in fact, six of them weren’t even completed. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian 

Institution photos. 
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The filigree was removed from inside the borders on the new $50 die, and the ornamentation below 

the upper right and left counters was modified. The engraved work comprising the right and left borders 

had to be narrowed on the new $100 die. New $50 plates began to be made on August 7th, and new $100s 

on August 29th. The first of each was finished respectively September 4th and 13th. 

The new $50 plates were rushed to press September 10th, and the $100s September 16th. In the 

meantime, the wide border $50 and $100 plates were canceled September 9th. This is the reason it is 

impossible to find high denomination Series of 1929 faces with plate serial numbers 1 through 8. 

It is rather certain that the 22,400 sheets of wide $50s were not used, because the first delivery of 

$50s didn’t take place until October 7th, well after the narrow plates went to press. 

ECONOMIC CONDITIONS DURING THE 1929 ERA 

The American banking system almost collapsed during the Series of 1929 era. The statistics 

contrasting the numbers of national banks in operation between 1929 and 1935 are sobering. There were 

7,506 operating national banks on October 31, 1929. Another 955 were chartered during the next six years, 

but 3,030 went out of business. The net number operating on October 31, 1935 was 5,431. 

The 3,030 loss represented 21.1 percent of the total number of banks chartered between 1863 and 

1935, yet they went out of business during a period representing a scant10 percent of the elapsed time. 

The cause, of course, was the Great Depression, but that was only the current devastating jolt to the 

economic system. The Great Depression was preceded by the agricultural depression of 1921-4, caused by 

the collapse of farm commodity prices following World War I. This grave depression severely weakened 

the entire agricultural economy everywhere in the country, heightening the vulnerability of the national 

economy to the shock of the 1929 stock market crash and subsequent economic downturn. Some 8,000 state 

and national banks failed in the period 1921 to 1931. The capital stock of 85.7 percent of these was less 

than $100,000.

In panic, Comptroller of the Currency John Pole pointed out in his 1930 annual report that failures 

were reaching alarming proportions, particularly in rural regions, and “those who have suffered the most in 

Figure 7. Lowest and highest 

charter numbers that appeared 

on Series of 1929 notes. 
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these failures were persons of small means—country businessmen, farmers, and savings depositors in 

farming communities” (Comptroller of the Currency, 1930, p. 2). Each year during his tenure, he pleaded 

for the state and Federal governments to liberalize branch banking laws that would permit large urban banks 

to reach into the rural areas in order to provide those citizens with as sound a banking system as enjoyed 

by the depositors in the city banks. In 1932, Pole estimated that $1.5 billion was locked up by hoarding that 

further weakened the banking system by removing desperately needed resources. 

To offset the impacts of hoarding, the Federal Home Loan Act of July 22, 1932 allowed all Treasury 

bonds with interest rates of 3-3/8% or less to be accorded the circulation privilege. This created a large 

increase in national bank circulation, and resulted in the spike that occurred in 1933; however, it did not 

stem the downward spiral of the economy. 

Lack of public confidence had reached crisis proportions in several states by 1933. The storm broke 

in Michigan where runs on banks forced Governor William Comstock to close every bank in the state by a 

proclamation dated February 13. The panic that ensued elsewhere resulted in cash withdrawals totaling $1.6 

billion by March when the national administration changed hands from Herbert Hoover to Franklin 

Roosevelt. 

Immediately upon assuming office, Roosevelt, by a proclamation dated March 6, 1933, a Monday, 

closed every bank in the United States and its possessions for a period of 4 days. On March 9, he asked 

Congress for legislation giving the executive branch control over banks for the protection of depositors. 

The Emergency Banking Act of March 9, 1933 was passed without a single dissenting vote, and the 

president immediately extended the bank holiday indefinitely. 

The Emergency Banking Act provided for the examination and licensing of national banks before 

they could reopen. It also authorized the Comptroller to take charge of the affairs of shaky banks, and to 

place them in conservatorships with conservators appointed to protect the assets on behalf of depositors. In 

addition, the act authorized the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to purchase the preferred stock in 

qualifying banks in order to shore them up. 

Roosevelt announced on March 11 that qualified banks would be reopened by March 16th. Of the 

5,916 national banks entering the bank holiday, 4,510 opened with licenses by that Thursday. The 

unlicensed banks shown to have sound assets were licensed during the ensuing year. The remainder were 

liquidated or placed in receiverships. 

The most important legislation passed to protect the average citizen came in the form of the second 

Glass-Steagall Act, passed on June 16, 1933, an act called the Banking Act of 1933. The centerpiece of this 

legislation was the creation of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation that insured bank deposits. For 

the first time, depositors had Federal insurance to protect the money in their accounts against bank failures. 

Important from a regulatory perspective was that the act forced the reorganization of banks into 

distinct classes based on the type of business they engaged in, such as commercial, investment and savings, 

and imposed a regulatory structure that promoted sound practices within each. Thus, the law served to 

compartmentalize the banking industry in order to sever conflicting functions that had previously competed 

with each other within given banks. Now only one type of function took place under one roof. 

Figure 8. Elusive note from one 

of Pennsylvania’s Grange 

banks. 
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These were dangerous times, but the heroic acts taken by the President, his appointed Federal 

banking officials, and the forward-thinking bankers in the system, salvaged the banking system from 

collapse, and set the stage for its eventual recovery. The recovery was slow, and full recovery did not come 

until a decade later when massive Federal spending on World War II pushed the economy into overdrive. 

However, Roosevelt’s decisive actions did set the stage by renewing public confidence that things were on 

the mend, and that someone in Washington was watching out for the little guy. 

The way the Series of 1929 notes fit into the grand sweep of the financial crisis was the fact that 

national bank currency had proven to be inelastic because its quantity was tied by law to the capitalization 

of the banks, not to the fluctuating demands of business and economic cycles. The inelastic character of 

national bank currency contributed to money panics that periodically swept the country, including the great 

depression. The operations of the Federal Reserve banks established in 1913, and the notes they issued, 

were designed to remedy this deficiency, and thus render obsolete the concept of national bank notes. Once 

the Federal Reserve System became established, it was only a matter of time before national bank currency 

was phased out 

The good, and the strength, of the national bank note issues lay in the concept of a bond-secured 

currency. The bankers bought bonds from the Treasury with real money, deposited those bonds with the 

Treasurer, and were issued national bank notes of equal value that they could use to support and grow the 

economy. If something disastrous overtook the bank, and it failed, the note holder was protected because 

the Treasurer would sell the bonds and place the proceeds in the redemption account in order to redeem the 

notes. 

Out of 8,461 national banks that operated during the Series of 1929 era, 3,030 went out of business, 

most as failures during the depression. However, not a cent was lost to any note holder. This part of the 

national currency concept functioned perfectly. 

NUMBERS OF ISSUING BANKS AND NOTES 

Not all national banks issued notes during the Series of 1929 era. Section 17 of the Federal Reserve 

Act of December 23, 1913 eliminated the requirement that the bank purchase bonds so they could avoid the 

business of issuing currency. The breakdown resulting from this was as follows. 
Date Issuing Not Issuing Total 
June 19, 1929 6071 1465 7536 
June 30, 1930 5839 1413 7252 
June 30, 1931 5477 1328 6805 
June 30, 1932 5066 1084 6150 
June 30, 1933 no data no data 4902 
June 30, 1934 4600 822 5422 
Dec 31, 1934 4589 878 5467 

Figure 9. Small banks in the 

heartland delivered up some 

very scarce notes. 
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The numbers of Series of 1929 notes issued and percent redeemed were as follows: 
Year 
Ending 
Oct 31 $5 $10 $20 $50 $100 
1929 7,032,387 4,977,202 928,558 29,929 8,757 
1930 38,873,595 29,828,222 8,055,092 385,207 104,317 
1931 28,226,022 19,181,736 5,515,008 157,116 60,600 
1932 30,809,568 23,729,928 6,258,684 322,224 128,358 
1933 29,838,357 22,577,630 5,705,803 131,791 79,347 
1934 27,148,990 17,863,396 4,294,916 96,662 53,278 
1935 8,370,475 6,078,280 1,621,887 37,883 22,258 
Total 170,299,394 124,236,394 32,379,948 1,160,812 456,915 
Outstanding on 
Oct 31, 1935 10,812,530 17,638,913 9,848,370 566,784 307,439 
% Redeemed 
by Oct 31, 1935 93.7 85.8 69.6 48.8 32.7 

The overall statistic for the percentage of the 1929 issues redeemed by October 31, 1935, was an 

astonishing 82.9 percent. Circulation is not healthy for notes. Most of the Series of 1929 notes pressed into 

circulation offset redemptions of both large and small size notes that wore out. 

The fact is, most shipments of notes to banks did not cover bond purchases; rather, they offset 

redemptions of worn notes culled from circulation. To give you an idea of the magnitude of this activity, 

the entire circulation of a bank typically turned over about every 3 years! Shipments to large banks to offset 

redemptions were made once a week. Smaller banks got them at less frequent intervals. 

The biggest year for small size circulation was 1933. The largest dollar amount shipped by the 

Comptroller’s office in one day was $9,850,380 on March 2, 1933. The largest daily circulation reached 

$886,191,068 on December 27, 1933 (Comptroller of the Currency, 1936). 

SERIES OF 1929A 

Register of the Treasury E. E. Jones and Treasurer Walter O. Woods were succeeded by Roosevelt 

appointees W. W. Durbin and W. A. Julian on June 1, 1933. The BEP began making Durbin-Julian Series 

of 1929A $5 and $10 plates on December 11, 1933. Five $5 and four $10 plates were made with plate serial 

numbers 1 to 5 and 1 to 4 respectively. The two number 1 plates served as masters. $5 production plates 2 

through 5 were finished between February 28 and April 10, 1934. Similarly, $10 production plates 3 and 4 

were respectively finished on February 1 and 12, 1934. None were sent to press. 

Figure 10. Proof from a $10 Series of 1929A production plate. Series of 1929A 

$5 and $10 plates were made but never used because the redemption clause on 

them had been rendered obsolete. National Numismatic Collection, 

Smithsonian Institution photo. 
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The currency reforms instituted by the Roosevelt New Deal Treasury revolutionized our currency 

system, most notably taking the United States off the gold standard. The New Dealers greatly increased the 

money supply and at the same time attempted to obliterate the distinctions between the various classes of 

currency that they apparently perceived as being unnecessary historic baggage. 

An important step in this process was a section in Title III of the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 

May 12, 1933 that stated: 
Such notes and all other coins and currencies heretofore or hereafter coined or issued by or under the 

authority of the United States shall be legal tender for all debts public and private. 

This far reaching statement accorded legal tender status to all U. S. currency and coins. Silver 

certificates and Federal Reserve notes were swept up in the net, and so were national bank notes even 

though their days already were numbered. 

The new legal tender status of nationals interfered with moving the 1929A plates into production. 

Treasury officials felt it appropriate to acknowledge on the notes the elevated legal tender status of 

nationals, so the plates were withheld from service. 

Treasury called upon the BEP to change the language in the redemption clause to: “This bank note 

is legal tender for all debts, public and private, and is redeemable in lawful money of the United States at 

United States Treasury or at the bank of issue.” Notice that the old redemption clause was being changed 

into a combination legal tender/redemption clause. 

The new clause was approved March 23, 1934 by Secretary of the Treasury Morgenthau, and 

models for the five denominations with the new clause were requested from the BEP (Broughton, 1933-4). 

A BEP letter engraver prepared a die with the new language, and that die was completed and logged into 

the plate vault on April 6, 1934, followed by new $5 and $10 Durbin-Julian dies with the new clause on 

April 17th (BEP, 1875-1935b). New models, with paste-ups of the new signatures and redemption clause 

had been submitted to Treasury for approval previously, and were duly approved on May 23, 1934, the 

same day when approval was given for Series of 1934 Federal Reserve note models. 

This rendered obsolete the existing Series of 1929A production plates that had been made with the 

Figure 11. Unadopted design for the Series of 1929A with Register of the Treasury W. 

W. Durbin=s signature. National bank notes had not been accorded legal tender status by 

the National Bank Act, but the Agricultural Adjustment Act of May 12, 1933 gave all 

coins and currency issued under the authority of the United States legal tender status. 

This revised model with a legal tender clause was made at the request of the Treasury 

Department in March 1934 after some $5 and $10 production plates had been made with 

Durbin=s signature. 
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old clause, so they never were used. Oddly, no new Series of 1929A face plates with the new clause were 

made before the series was terminated a year later. 

It is probable that the change in the redemption clause robbed Durbin and Julian of their chance to 

see their signatures together on issued national bank notes. 

PHASE OUT OF NATIONAL BANK NOTES 

National bank note issues ceased in 1935. The demise of the Series of 1929 was characterized more 

as a withering as time ran out, rather than a dramatically staged event coinciding with some revolutionary 

shift in policy or adoption of a new monetary standard. National bank notes were simply displaced by 

Federal Reserve notes, a phaseout that was set in motion with the passage of the Federal Reserve Acts in 

1913 and 1914. The way the series ended was a quiet pulling of the plug. 

Here is how it happened. A suite of Federal bonds was granted the circulation privilege by the 

Federal Home Loan Act of 1932, meaning that they could be used to secure national bank note circulations 

when purchased by bankers. These bonds, coupled with the Panama Canal Loan Bonds of 1936 and 1938 

that already enjoyed the circulation privilege, comprised the foundation for the entire bond-secured national 

bank note circulation. 

The circulation privilege for the bonds designated under the terms of the Federal Home Loan Act 

expired on July 22, 1935. The remaining 2% Panama Canal Loan Bonds were called for redemption by the 

Treasury on August 1, 1935. There no longer were bonds that could be used to secure national currency, so 

that was the end of national bank notes (Comptroller of the Currency, 1936). 

Here is how it looked in the intaglio plate printing section at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing 

from the perspective of an employee who was keeping a journal there (Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 

undated). 

Mar. 11, 1935. The printing of National Bank Currency Ser. 1929 was suddenly stopped about 

11 A.M. Orders on presses were not finished. Orders for Bot.[tled] Dis.[tilled] Spirits and 

Revenue [Stamps] immediately put on presses. 

The last serial numbers were overprinted on national bank note stock still in the pipeline the next 

day. The last shipment of Series of 1929 sheets from the BEP to the Comptroller’s office was sent May 20, 

1935, and consisted of $10 serials 1597-1896 for The Manufacturers National Bank of Newnan, Georgia 

(8477). Of those, serial 1634 was the last sent to the bank. 

The last regular shipment of national bank notes was sent from the Comptroller’s office on May 

31, 1935. Two irregular shipments followed to correct accounting errors in favor of the banks, the last being 

to The First National Bank of Chillicothe, Ohio (128), on July 10, 1935. 

LAST SHIPMENT AND LAST NOTE 

The 1935 annual report of the Comptroller of the Currency ends with an essay entitled “History 

and Development of the National Bank Note” (Comptroller of the Currency, 1936). The third paragraph 

Figure 12. This is the last note from the last sheet of $10 notes sent to a 

national bank. Jess Lipka memorized the serial number, began searching for 

it, then through incredible luck found the note at a Midwest coin show. 
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states: “Regular shipments of new currency ceased at the close of business May 31, 1935. However, there 

were two shipments on bond adjustments following that date.” 

Louis Van Belkum discovered that the last shipment was logged out to The First National Bank of 

Chillicothe, Ohio (128), by the Comptroller’s clerks on July 10, 1935. By good fortune, the postal receipt 

for the shipment has been discovered as a floating scrap of paper in a box of old but unrelated ledgers in 

the National Archives at College Park, Maryland. The receipt shows that the $50,000 shipment was sent 

via registered mail at a cost of $10.77 from Washington, DC, on July 13, 1935. 

The last ledger sheet for the bank in the National Currency and Bond Ledgers revealed what was 

meant by bond adjustment. It was a $50,000 clerical mistake in totaling the value of the bonds used to 

secure the circulation issued by the bank! 

Here is what happened. The officers of the Chillicothe bank were making frequent adjustments to 

their circulation throughout the volatile depression years. This involved buying or selling bonds to 

respectively increase or decrease their circulation. The following is a summary of their bond holdings on 

deposit with the Treasurer. 
Dates in Bond Ledger Bonds 
through Jan 9, 1931 $150,000 
Jan 10, 1931-Feb 10, 1932 $100,000 
Feb 11, 1932-Aug 31, 1932 $200,000 
Sep 1, 1932-Apr 2, 1935 $300,000 
Apr 3, 1935-May 12, 1935 $200,000 
May 13, 1935-end $100,000 

A clerk balancing the bond ledger on June 19, 1935, made an addition error that understated the 

circulation of the bank by $50,000. This caused the Comptroller’s office to set the circulation at $50,000 

instead of $100,000. 

The Treasury redemption agency began withdrawing the $50,000 from circulation, paying for the 

redemptions out of the redemption fund maintained for the Chillicothe bank. The bank was assessed the 

excess $50,000 to support the redemptions. 

The bank was out $50,000. The mistake was discovered and corrected by the Comptroller’s office 

July 10th. The clerks immediately shipped $50,000 to the bank to right the mistake. 

The serial numbers in the last two Series of 1929 type 2 printings for the bank were as follows. 
April 21, 1934 (S. M. Veail, president-C. F. Hagemann, cashier) 

$10 4981-10260 
$20 1273-2544 

January 19, 1935 (Orville G. Kear, president-C. F. Hagemann, cashier) 
$10 10261-15216 
$20 2545-3936. 

The last regular shipments to the bank were $20s sent on March 21, 1935, ending with serial 1930; 

and $10s on March 28, 1935, ending with serial 9863. These were from the second to last printing, and had 

the signatures of Veail and Hagemann. S. M. Veail had died in office in 1934. 

The Comptroller’s clerks sent sheets from the last printing with the Kear-Hagemann signatures 

when they made the $50,000 adjustment on July 10th. The last shipment consisted of the following. 

$10 10261-13260 $30,000 
$20 2545-3544 $20,000 

Through an unprecedented stroke of good luck, Jess Lipka found the last $10 from the last shipment at a 

Midwest Coin show in 2002. 

REDEMPTION OF NATIONAL BANK NOTES 

It would appear logical that when the national bank note era ended in the summer of 1935, the 

bonds owned by the banks to secure their circulations were sold and the proceeds—so called legal money—

were placed in the national bank note retirement account maintained in the Treasury to cover the redemption 

of the outstanding notes, as was done previously. This was not the way it was handled. 

Instead, the money from the bond sales was paid directly into the Treasury’s General Fund that 
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made the money available for then current Federal spending. In essence, the money was handled identically 

as social security taxes are today. Social security taxes are deposited directly into the General Fund, not 

into a reserve account earmarked for the payment of future benefits. Future benefits are paid out of future 

revenues from the General Fund. 

The Treasury covered the liability for the nationals with a Treasury bookkeeping entry using money 

credits created when the gold dollar was repriced. This machination requires explanation. 

Under the authority granted by the Emergency Banking Relief Act of March 9, 1933, New Deal 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued executive order 6102 on April 5, 1933, requiring everyone to turn 

in their gold and gold bullion to banks. Payment was made at $20.67 per ounce. The banks then forwarded 

the gold on to the Federal Reserve banks. 

Next, on May 12, 1933, the Agricultural Adjustment Act gave the President authority to set the 

price of gold and silver. This was followed by the Gold Reserve Act of January 30, 1934 that ceded the title 

of all gold owned by the Federal Reserve banks to the United States, including the gold obtained by means 

of the gold confiscation order. 

Finally, in a gigantic step, Roosevelt by proclamation changed the price of gold from $20.67 to $35 

per ounce on January 31, 1934, the day after the Gold Reserve Act was signed into law. In effect, this 

increased the dollar value of the gold stocks held by the U. S. Treasury by some $4 billion. Those were the 

days when a billion dollars had enormous purchasing power! 

The Treasury treated this new-found value as newly created money that could be used to fund New 

Deal programs. The Treasury created money credits that were used for various purposes. Here is how some 

of those credits were used to simplify the redemption of the outstanding national bank notes that in total 

amounted to less than $900 million in March 1935 (Board of Governors (1935). 
From early in March [1935], when the bonds were called, to the end of June, national banks deposited with 

the U.S. Treasury about $410,000,000 of funds [legal money received from bond sales], thereby 

transferring to the Treasury the liability for redeeming these notes upon return from circulation. During 

this period, about $90,000,000 of national bank notes were retired, largely as they became unfit for further 

circulation and were returned to the Treasury. The difference between these two amounts, $320,000,000, 

represented funds temporarily placed at the disposal of the Treasury. These funds were not specifically 

earmarked [for retirement of nationals] but were placed in the general fund balance of the Treasury. 

* * * 

The final stage is the actual redemption of the national bank notes. When the Federal Reserve banks ship 

unfit national bank notes to the Treasury for retirement, payment is made by a charge against the Treasury's 

account at the Reserve banks. The Treasury replenishes its account from time to time by depositing with 

the Reserve banks gold certificate credits, based upon the gold increment arising from the revaluation of 

the dollar * * * in this way retirement of these notes is effected without reduction in member reserves or 

in Treasury working balances. By the end of the year, $390,000,000 of the gold increment had been used 

by the Treasury to retire notes * * * there were still $470,000,000 of national bank notes outstanding, and 

the Treasury held $250,000,000 of the gold increment for further retirement of these notes. 
The sweeping impact on the nation’s circulating currency was noted. 

There were substantial shifts during 1935 in the kinds of money in circulation. * * * All liability for national 

bank notes outstanding was transferred from the issuing banks to the Treasury, and these notes were retired 

from circulation to the extent of $360,000,000. * * * The retirement of gold certificates and of Federal 

Reserve bank notes from circulation also continued during 1935. The reductions in these classes of 

currency totaled $420,000,000. 

To compensate for the retirement of those kinds of currency, “there were increases of $490,000,000 

in Federal Reserve notes, $240,000,000 in silver certificates, and $40,000,000 in other forms of money 

[United States notes and coins].” 

In real terms, the streamlined method employed did away with the national bank redemption fund 

within the Treasury, and simply used the General Fund as a slush fund that received the money from bond 

sales, and paid out money required to redeem nationals as they came in. This circumvented having to sort 

the redeemed national bank notes by bank, and avoided the elaborate and costly bookkeeping procedures 

that were employed formerly to track the issues of the individual banks. 

Notice that the procedure gave the Treasury an immediate shot in the arm equal to the value of the 
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outstanding nationals. This was money that could be used immediately. Future revenues were used to 

redeem the nationals as they eventually came in. Of course, the national bank notes that never were 

redeemed were a bonus to the General Fund. 

The only records kept after 1935 were the gross amounts of nationals redeemed so the value of 

outstanding nationals could be tracked. 
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