
BEP Chief Edward Graves: 

Abolish the Series of 1882 

and Coats-of-Arms 

OVERVIEW 

The desire to have a uniform national currency was in the air after the Series of 1882 was 

introduced. Comptroller John Knox implemented policies to phase out the Series of 1875 in 1882. However, 

before the lengthy process he set in motion played out in 1902, other official voices were heard on the 

matter. One opinion advanced in 1888 by Edward Graves, Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 

was that the Series of 1882 should be abandoned and the Series of 1875 be fully reinstated. 

KNOX OVERSTEPS HIS AUTHORITY 

The Act of July 12, 1882, authorized one 20-year extension for national banks. Section 6 stated: 

“new circulating notes shall be issued as provided for by this act, bearing such devices, to be approved by 

the Secretary of the Treasury, as shall make them readily distinguishable from the circulating notes 

heretofore issued.” 

The requirement for distinguishable devices led to the Series of 1882. 

However, Comptroller of the Currency John J. Knox overstepped his authority under Section 6 by 

also making the decision to phase out the Series of 1875. He immediately implemented a policy to do this. 

Here is how it worked. 

First, the new law required distinguishable notes for extended banks so all were given Series of 

1882 notes. 

Second, new banks organized on or after July 12, 1882, were given Series of 1882 notes instead of 

Series of 1875 notes. 

Third, those banks forced to liquidate and reorganize under new charters because the Act of 1882 

was not passed in time to save them got Series of 1882 notes instead of Series of 1875 notes, provided the 

plates were ordered after passage of the act. 

The result was that the Series of 1875 would be gone by the end of 1902. The series never would 

have expired had Knox continued to use Series of 1875 notes for newly chartered banks. Although no law 

authorized Knox to implement his policy, neither did any law prevent him from doing so. The fact is, he 

did it, and no one in Congress or the Treasury seems to have objected. 

DESIRE FOR UNIFORM NOTES 

Knox left office in 1884 to become president of The National Bank of the Republic of New York, 

charter 1000. The second Comptroller to follow him was William L. Trenholm, who was appointed in 1886. 

Trenholm clearly did not think having two concurrent series of national bank notes made much sense. It is 

doubtful that Trenholm was fully conversant with Section 6 in the Act of 1882 that required extended banks 

to use notes with a distinctive design. He favored immediately doing away with the old Series of 1875. 

Accordingly, he requested Bureau of Engraving and Printing Chief Edward O. Graves to provide a cost 

estimate for replacing all the existing Series of 1875 plates and for printing a new stock of notes for the 

affected banks. 

Graves wrote a very illuminating letter in which he transmitted his estimates for doing the job, but 

he also championed his own preference for retaining the Series of 1875 and eliminating the Series of 1882. 

It is clear that Graves was aware of the requirement for distinctive designs for the extended banks, and you 

will see that he wished to solve this problem by changing the color of the back borders for the extended 

banks. Graves also had strong opinions about the state and territorial seals in use on the backs of nationals 

as well, because the Bureau had to contend with the nuisance of maintaining the large inventory of back 
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plates needed to print them. 

Graves’ historically important reply is reproduced in total below. As you read it, especially drink 

in his opinions about the brown backs that you so dearly cherish, and for which you pay so much. 
January 11, 1888 

Hon. W. L. Trenholm, 

Comptroller of the Currency. 

Sir: 

I duly received your letter of the 16th ultimo requesting me to furnish you with the information which 

will enable you to lay before Congress an estimate of the cost of preparing new plates and currency of the 

series of 1882 for 796 national banks which are still entitled to receive notes of the series of 1875, and 

stating that to print a fresh supply of currency for them about 300,000 sheets of paper will be required, and 

also your letter of the 20th ultimo in which you state that you think it will be safe to make my estimate for 

1,149 new plates for these banks, and that the estimate for the cost of these plates and 300,000 sheets of 

paper and the printing of the same will be in addition to the estimates for plates and printing submitted to 

Congress by me for the current needs of the next fiscal year. 

In reply I beg to say that a careful calculation shows that the cost of preparing the additional number 

of face plates and of printing the additional number of sheets of national currency of the series of 1882 

mentioned by you will be $42,579.60, which should be distributed among the three appropriations for the 

support of this Bureau as follows: 

Compensation of employees $26,329.10 
Plate printing 5,250.50 
Materials and miscellaneous expenses   11,000.00 

I beg to say, however, that, if any steps are to be taken in the direction of making the notes of all the 

national banks uniform in design, the most desirable course, in my opinion, will be to discard the brown 

backs of the series of 1882, and to replace them with backs of the design used on the series of 1875. The 

backs of the series of 1875 are printed in two colors, and consist of a green border of lathe-work and 

ornamental work, embracing denominational counters and the legend, and of an engraving of some 

appropriate subject from American history beautifully engraved and printed in black. The two colors afford 

a pleasing contrast, while the two printings and the quality of the work furnish excellent protection against 

counterfeiting. In the backs of the series of 1882 the old borders have been retained, but the beautiful black 

vignettes have been dropped, and the space formerly occupied by them has been filled in with geometric 

lathe-work of a cheap and open design. This lathe-work affords little protection against counterfeiting, 

inasmuch as it is cut directly on the bed-piece so as to print the dark lines, while, in order to insure the best 

protection from this class of work it should be reversed, so as to show the white lines. These backs are 

printed in brown ink, and over the lathe-work covering the center of the plate the charter number of the 

bank is printed in green ink from brass dies on an ordinary power press. The combination of the two 

printings is ugly in the extreme. It does not furnish adequate security against counterfeiting, and it is greatly 

inferior to the backs of the series of 1875 which it replaced. I therefore earnestly urge that, if the necessary 

appropriation can be obtained, the two plate printings of the old design be restored. If necessary, in order 

to distinguish the backs of the notes issued under this proposition from those of the series of 1875, the 

color of the border may be changed from green to some other appropriate color. To carry into effect this 

suggestion would require for the next fiscal year an appropriation of $12,000 additional to that for which 

an estimate is submitted above, making a total appropriation of $54,579.60, distributed under the following 

heads: 

Compensation of employees $26,329.10 
Plate printing 14,050.60 
Materials and miscellaneous expenses  19,600.00 

The appropriation of this amount, in addition to that for which estimates have already been submitted 

to Congress, would not only provide for the additional plates and printing required to carry into effect your 

recommendation for doing away with the distinction between the notes of the series of 1875 and those of 

the series of 1882, but would enable the Bureau to place two printings upon the backs of all national bank 

notes printed after the first of July next. 

I suggest, also, that whether or not any other change be made in the printing of the backs of the 

national currency, the coats-of-arms of the several states and territories be omitted, and replaced with a 

design uniform for all notes of the same denomination, no matter where the bank by which they are to be 
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issued may be situated. The 

retention of these coats-of-arms 

requires the preparation of 

separate back plates for each 

denomination, or combination 

of denominations, for each state 

and territory in which there is a 

national bank; the keeping on 

hand of a stock of backs printed 

from each of these plates, and 

the keeping of the accounts 

necessary to show the state of 

these several stocks, without any 

compensating advantages to the 

banks or to the public. 

Respectfully yours, 

Edward O. Graves 

Chief of Bureau 

POSTSCRIPT 

Of course, nothing came 

of the initiatives of Trenholm or 

Graves. Both simply followed the 

letter of the law regarding 

distinctive designs for extended 

banks and the policy instituted 

earlier by Knox to gradually phase 

out the Series of 1875. 

SOURCE FOR GRAVES’ 

LETTER 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 1888, 

Correspondence to and from the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing: 

Record Group 318, U. S. National 

Archives, College Park, MD. 

Figure 1. Bureau Chief Edward 

Graves held strong negative 

opinions about the lathe work in the 

centers of the Series of 1882 brown 

backs and the need for state and 

territorial coats-of-arms on the left 

ends of the backs of any national 

bank notes. He preferred generic 

eagles as on the bottom three 

denominations of this interesting 

proof. National Numismatic 

Collection, Smithsonian Institution 

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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