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Introduction 

This is the story of Series of 1929 notes issued by The First National Bank of Boston, a bank that 

reported no circulation in their statements of condition published in the annual reports of the Comptroller of 

the Currency for the years 1922-1935. The implication is that the bankers didn’t issue Series of 1929 notes. 

Yet the Comptroller sent $19,999,980 worth of type 1 notes to the bankers, and the bankers placed 

$9,999,980 worth of those notes in circulation beginning in April 1935. Obviously, something unusual if 

not extraordinary was going on. 

The Boston Tale 

Section 17 of the Federal Reserve Act of December 23, 1914 repealed the requirement that national 

bankers had to deposit bonds to secure the issuance of their national bank notes. Prior to that, bankers were 

required to purchase at least a minimum amount of bonds whether they took out circulation or not. The 

repeal allowed bankers to sell bonds to a level below the former minimum or, if they wished, to sell all of 

them and get entirely out of the note-issuing business. 

The peak 20th century circulation reported by the Boston bankers was $4,838,000 in 1914 thanks to 

a spike in Aldrich-Vreeland emergency currency. They reduced their circulation to $500,000 by 1917 

through massive redemptions of emergency currency and bond sales. This caused shipments of Series of 

1902 date backs from the Comptroller’s office to cease until redemptions caught up. Eventually 

redemptions did catch up and modest periodic shipments of Series of 1902 date backs resumed to offset 

additional redemptions, the last being on December 21, 1921. At this, point the bankers quickly liquidated 

their remaining bonds and got out of the note-issuing business. 

As the Great Depression set in beginning in 1929, they aggressively moved during the next six 

years to place their bank in a more liquid position. This involved reducing their loan portfolio by 17 percent, 

quadrupling their government bond portfolio, and more than tripling their cash and reserves position. These 

actions were beneficial to the owners of the bank and its depositors, but exacerbated conditions in the 

depression economy within the bank’s sphere by reductions of credit to businesses and withdrawals of cash 

from circulation. 

Figure 1. Note from The First National Bank of Boston from a printing of $10 

sheets 7615-17614 delivered to the Comptroller of the Currency from the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing on March 20, 1933, where the prefix 

letters in the sheet serial numbers in the B-position were mismatched. 

Heritage Auction Archives photo. 
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The bankers were of course looking for investment opportunities, but safety was the byword during 

those dangerous times, even if safety meant accepting lower rates of return. 

Congress and the U. S. Treasury on the other hand were desperately attempting to devise ways to 

augment the money supply in order to provide the economy with liquidity and offset widespread hoarding, 

which was starving commerce. One significant means to this end was the Federal Home Loan Bank Act, a 

measure to encourage home ownership by providing low-cost home mortgages. That legislation was called 

for by Republican President Herbert Hoover, which he signed into law on July 22, 1932. Over the 

objections of Hoover and his Treasury officials, a rider was tacked onto the bill that became known as the 

Glass-Borah Amendment. It was named for Senators Carter Glass, Democrat from Virginia, and William E. 

Borah, Republican from Idaho, who appended it. 

The Glass-Borah Amendment granted the circulation privilege for a period of three years from the 

date of passage of the act to all U.S. bonds that paid interest at 3-3/8 percent or less. This amendment had 

nothing to do with the Federal Home Loan Banks authorized by the act, but instead would allow national 

banks to more profitably circulate their national bank notes. The hope of Glass and Borah was that the 

higher interest rates would simulate the national banks to increase their circulations. At the time, the bonds 

the bankers were using to secure their circulations paid 2 percent. 

The incentive worked. National bank note circulation spiked upward by $220 million from $675 

million in 1932, an increase of 33 percent. 

Table 1. Resources of The First National Bank of Boston, Massachusetts, on December 31 of the years
listed during the Series of 1929 era.

Loans and U.S. Gov't Other bonds, Cash and Other Total
discounts. securities stocks and exchange, assets
including securities, including

overdrafts etc. reserves with
F.R. banks

1928 $253,053,627 $34,818,917 $36,292,332 $79,096,412 $46,507,649 $449,768,937
1929 $353,993,131 $23,241,236 $23,221,167 $120,389,127 $119,458,256 $640,302,917
1930 $349,468,027 $48,165,150 $50,215,805 $118,373,352 $104,006,860 $670,229,194
1931 $256,612,826 $56,530,133 $43,882,680 $115,245,534 $61,727,994 $533,999,167
1932 $265,739,885 $107,351,754 $37,312,830 $134,635,077 $35,898,206 $580,937,752
1933 $255,162,834 $119,487,029 $45,112,235 $125,874,553 $45,654,075 $591,290,726
1934 $227,845,737 $134,780,032 $36,733,137 $186,848,270 $40,615,387 $626,822,563
1935 $209,158,847 $132,902,662 $37,376,056 $262,146,638 $31,100,343 $672,684,546
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The 3-3/8 percent government bonds looked like an excellent short-term opportunity for the Boston 

bankers at the depths of the depression, so they jumped on them. They had plenty of cash and the bonds 

were guaranteed by the U.S. Treasury. 

During March 1933, just as President Roosevelt’s New Deal Treasury was picking up the pieces 

from the Bank Holiday, the bankers purchased $20 million worth of 3-3/8% Treasury bonds of 1941-43, 

thereby putting their bank back in the national currency business. The Comptroller of the Currency’s office 

shipped $19,999,980 worth of currency to the bank between March 3 and April 20, 1933, with $20 due in a 

future shipment. This included $1,223,460 that was on hand plus the remainder as fast as the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing could print it. 

Things got strange beginning here. 

The primary incentive for national bankers to engage in the currency-issuing business was the 

opportunity to earn interest twice on the same investment. Specifically, they earned interest on the bonds 

they purchased to secure their circulations and they loaned the currency that they received that was secured 

by those bonds. However, the bankers at the First National sat on the currency that they received, being 

content to simply earn the interest on the bonds. Thus, the notes sat in their vault rather than circulating and 

stimulating the economy as desired by Glass and Borah. 

In short order, the bankers perceived that they had overreached by purchasing $20 million worth of 

bonds, so after only two weeks they sold half of them on June 1st. Thus, they were required to deposit $10 

million into the Treasurer’s national bank note redemption fund to provide for the redemption of that 

amount of their notes. 

They handled this easily by returning $10 million worth of their notes. They were very careful to 

return the sheets with the highest serial numbers in serial number order as shown on Table 3, including 

cutting off the $20 E and F011145A notes from that sheet in order to return exactly $10,000,000. These 

returns are logged into the National Currency and Bond Ledgers with the notation “Returned by Bank and 

stored in Vault for future use at request of Bank.” Thus, the returned notes were added to the Comptroller’s 

inventory instead of being canceled. This is the first instance of this I have observed involving Series of 

1929 notes in the National Currency and Bond Ledgers. 

The bankers were left with $9,999,980 worth of notes in their vault. They held them until 1935 

when the circulation privilege for the high-interest bonds was about to expire on July 22nd. They sold their 

remaining bonds on April 11, 1933, and the Treasurer deposited the proceeds in the national bank note 

redemption fund. 

At this point, the bankers now had $9,999,980 worth of their notes, which at that moment was 

nothing more than ordinary cash. They immediately began paying them out. The first redemptions of them 

by the National Bank Redemption Agency were logged in on the National Currency and Bond Ledgers on 

May 7, 1935. 

There are three salient facts attending these machinations. 

The first is that this is an instance where the entire Series of 1929 issue from a given bank consisted 

solely of notes secured by the high-interest bonds authorized by the Glass-Borah Amendment. 

The second is that this entire emission is totally invisible from the annual reports of the Comptroller 

of the Currency. The reported annual circulations of the bank during the 1929 era were zero. This resulted 

because the bankers didn’t circulate the notes thus avoiding liability for the circulation tax on them. 

Table 2. Bond record for The First National Bank of Boston, Massachusetts,
during the Series of 1929 era.

Date Bond Purchases Bond Sales Type of  Bonds Net Bond Holdings

Mar 9, 1933 $12,000,000 3-3/8% 41-43 $12,000,000
Mar 15, 1933 $8,000,000 3-3/8% 41-43 $20,000,000
Jun 1, 1933 $10,000,000 3-3/8% 41-43 $10,000,000

($10,000,000 in notes returned to vault to withdraw bonds}
Apr 11, 1935 $10,000,000 3-3/8% 41-43 $0
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The third is that once they sold the bonds and the proceeds were deposited in the Treasurer’s 

redemption fund, the $9,999,980 in notes they held no longer were the liability of the bank, but rather the 

liability of the Treasury. Consequently, the notes could be released without liability for any circulation 

taxes. 

The value of this hoard surpassed by far the largest cumulative Series of 1929 issuance of any other 

national bank in Massachusetts. The notes, all of which were type 1 notes, began to be released in 1935 

where, ironically, many if not most of them hit the streets after August 1st. By then national bank notes had 

become an obsolete form of currency. 

Bank Signatures 

When bankers resumed taking out circulation during the 1929 era, as did these Boston bankers, 

they had to place a plate order and provide an estimate of the number of sheets of each denomination that 

they required with the Comptroller of the Currency’s office. Furthermore, the plate order was accompanied 

by signature samples of the bank officers for reproduction on the plates. 

The first set of overprinting plates and the printing order generally closely accompanied the first 

bond deposit. However, in this case, the bankers bought their bonds on March 9 and 15, 1933, but the first 

printing of the notes was delivered to the Comptroller’s office from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing 

six months earlier on September 7 & 8, 1932. Those printings were made from a set of logotype 

overprinting plates billed to the Comptroller’s office in August 1932, a month before the printing, a charge 

that was passed on to the bank. 

The fact that the bankers placed their order for the plates shortly after passage of the Glass-Borah 

Amendment on July 22nd reveals their early interest in the high-interest bonds. However, the 7-month 

delay in purchasing the bonds was highly unusual. 

President Philip Stockton and cashier Bertram D. Blaisdell were serving together in 1932, so their 

signatures appeared on the first printing. Rogers Day Clark succeeded Blaisdell as cashier in 1933, so a new 

set of logotypes was prepared with his signature immediately prior to the 1933 printings. Consequently, 

both signature combinations appeared on the notes that eventually were released into circulation in 1935. 

Perspective 

This is a terrific tale from any number of perspectives. 

For national bank note aficionados, the Series of 1929 notes issued by The First National Bank of 

Table 3. Summary of the fate of the Series of 1929 type 1 sheets printed for The First
National Bank of Boston, Massachusetts.

Dates $5 $10 $20 Value Bank Signers

Sheets received by the Comptroller of the Currency from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing
Sep 7-8, 1932 1-15266 1-7614 1-2572 $1,223,460 Stockton-Blaisdell 
Mar 17-Apr 27, 1933 15267-319454 7615-159508 2573--19478 $20,268,000 Stockton-Clark 

$21,491,460

Sheets sent to the bank
Mar 9-Apr 20, 1933 1-269738 1-159508 1-19478 $19,999,980

Sheets returned to the Comptroller of the Currency by the bank
Jun 1, 1933 169739-269738 59509-159508 E-F011145A $10,000,000

11146-19478

Sheets held by the bank then released into circulation after April 11, 1935
1-169738 1-59508 1-11144 $9,999,980

A-D011145A

Sheets remaining in the Comptroller's inventory that eventually were destroyed
169739-319454 59509-159508 E-F011145A $11,491,480

11146-19478
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Boston—the largest emission in Massachusetts—took place entirely below the radar in the annual reports 

of the Comptroller of the Currency. Because the bankers didn’t press them into circulation, they avoided 

having to report them as circulation as well as avoiding having to pay circulation taxes on them. They 

released the notes into circulation in 1935 without tax liability after they sold the bonds used to secure them 

and the proceeds were deposited in the U.S. Treasurer’s redemption fund. 

The bankers obtained the notes by taking advantage of the Glass-Borah Amendment to the Federal 

Home Loan Bank Act of 1932. This was an obscure provision that allowed bankers to purchase high-yield 

U.S. Government bonds to secure their circulations. The objective was to incentivize national bankers to 

increase their circulations by making it more profitable in order to stimulate the economy during the Great 

Depression. 

It turns out the only Series of 1929 notes that the Boston bankers obtained were “Glass-Borah” 

notes. They then sat on the notes until 1935 when the Glass-Borah provisions expired being content to earn 

the high interest from the bonds that secured them. 

Through this strategy, the bankers thwarted the intent of the Glass-Borah Amendment to inject 

seriously needed additional currency into circulation. In fact, they accomplished the opposite by removing 

that money from the economy and tying it up in the bonds. Furthermore, they totally avoided paying the 

circulation taxes used by the U. S. Treasury to print the currency and fund the part of the Comptroller of the 

Currency’s operation that administered the issuance of the currency. 

The ploy served the bank well by allowing it to invest in highly secure bonds during the riskiest 

days of the depression. The 3-3/8 percent interest the bonds paid certainly represented a conservative 

return, but an excellent return for the times. It was a sound business decision from the perspective of the 

bank because it enhanced profitability while simultaneously reducing risk to the bank’s depositors. The 

bottom line was that the total assets of The First National Bank of Boston showed a net growth during the 

Great Depression in part fueled by the bond profits, whereas other banks managed by less savvy bankers 

were failing right and left. 

There can be little question that those in the Comptroller of the Currency’s office knew that the 

system had been played. There had to be some acknowledgment when the smoke cleared, if only on a 

visceral level when some clerk authorized the destruction of the $11,491,480 of unused First National Bank 

of Boston notes that remained in the Comptroller’s inventory. The largest number of those notes consisted 

of $5s, a denomination that often made a big difference to the little people during the Great Depression. 

Sources of Data 
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, issued annually, Annual Reports of the Comptroller of the Currency: U. S. Government Printing 

Office. 

United States Statutes, National Bank Act and amendments of various dates; Federal Reserve Act and amendments; Federal Home 

Loan Bank Act of Jul 22, 1932: U. S. Government Printing Office. 

Figure 2. Note from the 1932 

printings with signatures of 

cashier Bertram D. Blaisdell 

and President Philip Stockton. 

Heritage Auction Archives 

photo. 
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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). 
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