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The Background of Confederate Currency
By Arlie R. Slabaugh

The 1850s in United States history might be called
the "Decade of Disruption." There were numerous de-
bates in Congress concerning the question of slavery:
When new states, such as Kansas and Nebraska entered
the Union, were they to be slave or free states? The
people, too, were hotly involved in the question of
whether or not the United States should sanction slavery.
Great Britain had abolished slavery some years before.

I should like to point out, however, that the abolition
of slavery in Great Britain had not been so much for
humanitarian as for economic reasons. Under the mer-
cantile system of trade, slavery had been a profitable
institution. With the rise of the Industrial Revolution in
the early 1800s, slavery became unprofitable in Great
Britain, as it did in the highly industrialized northern
states in America, while the South remained more or less
a land of plantations.

South Carolina seceded on December 20, 1860. Fort
Sumter fell on April 14, 1861. On May 6, the Confede-
rate Congress declared war upon the United States. But
until the first battle of Bull Run on July 16, 1861, the
whole thing was considered more or less as a local up-
rising that would be squelched as soon as the Union
troops moved in. Until that time everything had been
rather brotherly—"I wouldn't want to be seen with you
at the front door, but we can talk at the back."

Numismatically, we can see the truth of this. The first
issue of Confederate notes issued at Montgomery was
printed in the North before Bull Run and openly bears
the imprint of the National Bank Note Company. But
the next issue, from Richmond, and which usually bears
the dates of August or September, 1861, only a month
or two after Bull Run, bears the imprint of the "Southern
Bank Note Company" rather than the true name of
American Bank Note Company.

That it was actually the American Bank Note Company
can be proven by two notes: (11 Bank of Lexington,
North Carolina, printed before the war, and which bears
the vignette of Industry and Agriculture seated on a
cotton bale. The note, bears the imprint of the American
Bank Note Company. The same vignette appears on the

$50 Richmond note of 1861, with the so-called Southern
Bank Note Company imprint. The American Bank Note
Company had a bad habit of using their vignettes over
and over again: After the war we find the same vignette
again appearing under their imprint on a South Carolina
Railroad Ten Fare ticket of 1873.

Except for later notes, many of the Confederate note
designs originally appeared on Northern bank notes.
Navigation seated beside globe and charts is a good
example. This vignette appeared on a $5 note of the
Ship Builders Bank, Rockland, Maine, during the 1850s.
Following the war, we find the same vignette again ap-
pearing on a bank draft of the Bank of California, pay-
able in gold coin. Both bear the American Bank Note
Company imprint, the pre-war note being of Rawdon,
Wright, Hatch & Edson, which later became part of the
American Bank Note Company. On Confederate notes
this particular vignette appears on a $20 note of Septem-
ber 2, 1861, printed by the Southern Bank Note Com-
pany, in reality a new name for the New Orleans branch
of the American Bank Note Company. The vignettes
have definitely not been copied in this case because they
are identical to, and show the superior quality of, work
done by the American Bank Note Company.

The main printers of Confederate notes during the last
two years was Keatinge & Ball. Mr. Keatinge was an en-
graver from Great Britain who was employed by the
American Bank Note Company. In 1861 he moved
South, formed a partnership with Thomas A. Ball and
began producing paper money for the southern states.
While much of his work is original, other notes contain
the same vignettes as earlier appeared on pre-war notes.
It has been generally believed that these vignettes were
copied. Perhaps so. But, as the vignettes so used are
always of kinds earlier used on notes produced by the
American Bank Note Company, I am inclined to believe
that when he left their employ he brought a number of
their transfers with him for the express purpose of using
them on southern currency. He may have purchased
them outright or there may have been an understanding
between him and the American Bank Note Company.
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In any case, I would like to offer as an example a note
produced in 1863 for Mechanics Savings Bank, Atlanta,
Ga. by Keatinge & Ball. If the center vignette was copied,
why, may I ask, did Keatinge & Ball place the initials
"R W & H" on the cotton bale? These initials stand for
Rawdon, Wright & Hatch, one of the predecessors of the
American Bank Note Company. Obviously the vignette
came directly from a transfer he obtained from the
American Bank Note Company because after the war,
we again see the same vignette, this time under the name
of its true owner, on a $1 note of the South Carolina
Railroad.

The Mississippi State notes with written dates of 1861,
1862 and 1863 show further proof of the connection of
the American Bank Note Company, the Southern Bank
Note Company, and Keatinge & Ball. The $100 note
illustrates this. These notes were printed before June,
1861, or before Bull Run, so they openly bear the im-
print of the American Bank Note Company, New York
and New Orleans. The New Orleans part of the firm is
the one that deemed it advisable to assume the name of
Southern Bank Note Company after Bull Run. Now,
examine a $1 Florida State note. It has the same vi-
gnette, Negro with basket of cotton, as appears on the
Mississippi note. But the note is printed by Keatinge &
Ball. However, the background differs in the distance,
so the vignette in this instance has either been copied or
altered to avoid embarrassing the American Bank Note
Company, whose imprint was appearing on the Missis-
sippi notes at the same time. The American Bank Note
Company could undoubtedly tell us much about Confede-
rate notes—but their records are a closed book.

reads, showing how easy it was to smuggle goods across
the lines in the early days of the War. Of course, Balti-
more was a hothouse of secession, but I hardly think this
would have allowed them to commit the error that ap-
pears on this note that of placing the Maryland State
arms on a note of Virginia. The Camden County note
also contains an error, that of having the word "Carolina"
spelled "Carolna." Both were the result of wartime rush
and shortage of type. (Beware of fakes of the "Carolna"
note.)

Prior to the war, we see some evidences of propaganda
at play on southern banknotes printed in the North. For
example, the Bank of Virginia $20 note shows two women
holding a scroll which reads "Free and Independent
States." On the Bank of Wadesborough, N. C. $5 note,
the flag bears the inscription, "The Constitution and the
Union." On the northern note of Adrian Insurance Co.,
Adrian, Michigan, $1, we seen an overseer watching men
reap grain. Transferred to the $5 Planters Bank of Fair-
field, Winnsboro, South Carolina, the workers have been
altered to slaves picking cotton.

Once the Civil War was under way, bank notes became
redeemable in Confederate currency, and southern vi-
gnettes gradually replaced those of the North. An inter-
esting example is a note issued by the Mechanics Savings
& Loan Association, Savannah, Georgia, which shows a
U. S. quarter dollar. First printings bore the words
"United States of America" on the quarter, but this was
later chiseled off the cut and removed. A 25c note of
the Augusta Savings Bank shows the first Confederate
flag.

Still another example of the use of the same vignettes
is that of the Bank of Chicago, the center vignette of
which later appeared on the wrongly dated $10 Confede-
rate note of September 2, 1862.

Some notes bear obvious copies of vignettes, and not
very good ones at that. Consider the girl appearing on
the Chicago County Bank, Taylor Falls, Minnesota, note
which later appeared on a $2 note issued by the State
of Missouri.

So far we have mentioned both Confederate and State
issues in addition to those issued by banks. But paper
money was also issued in the South by Counties, Cities
and individuals. Examples are the Winchester, Virginia
notes and Camden County, North Carolina notes. The
Winchester $1 note was printed in Baltimore and so

Confederate and southern state notes sometimes bore
the same vignettes. An example that goes even further
is the $50 Confederate note of July 25, 1861 which pic-
tures Washington and Tellus. The same vignettes appear
on Florida state notes and on a $1.50 note of the South-
ern Manufacturer's Bank in Richmond, all printed by
Hoyer & Ludwig.

As earlier mentioned, towards the end of the conflict
Keatinge & Ball printed the bulk of the Confederate cur-
rency. For this they were paid in gold. But for frac-
tional amounts to pay their workers, they printed their
own scrip because there was no coin in circulation. They
apparently did not flood the country with it as was the
case with the Confederate notes they printed because this
scrip is now very rare.
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An example of Keatinge & Ball's original work is the
$500 note of 1864. It was probably not produced until
late in the war as indicated by the plain back. All of
the other denominations except the lowest contain printed
backs, which would be even more important on the high-
est denomination of this issue. Apparently the rush and
confusion of the last months of the war prevented getting
a reverse plate made.

What was life like during the Civil War? Judging by
the newspapers, until near the end, or until Sherman

Notes of the Bank of the State of Georgia are often
found stamped "Paid 25% Gold." Bank of Augusta,
Georgia notes are sometimes seen with a stamp mark
reading "84 62/100% Paid." Still, some notes appar-
ently did not lose all their value after the banks recovered
following the war, as shown by a note of the Traders
Bank in Richmond which bears a stamp marking show-
ing that it was paid in 1882.

Mississippi issued notes which stated that cotton was
pledged for their redemption. Since they could not sell

started marching through Georgia, life went on as nor-
mally as could be expected in wartime. I have a num-
ber of southern newspapers of the Civil War, and the
one thing that stands out is the lack of censorship. The
war should have been easy for any general who read the
newspapers. The southern papers printed exact accounts
from New York on Northern troop movements, while at
the same time telling exactly where Stonewall Jackson
was at the moment, and with how many men and guns.
No one ever needed any spies to know what the other side
was doing. While the editors tended to favor the south-
ern side, if the Confederates were routed, they admitted
it. The government was attacked when they saw fit.
Slaves were still bought and sold as were new fall and
winter clothes, insurance policies and cooking extracts.

The price of a newspaper seems to have risen a dollar
a year during the war, but I do not consider that unusual
in view of the widespread depreciation of the currency.
Thus, in 1863 the Camden Confederate newspaper was
selling at $3 per year of 52 issues, or about 6 cents a
copy. That the Confederate States had inflation and had
it badly can be seen more readily by examining certain
bank notes.

the cotton because of the blockade, the following issue
was redeemed in "Faith."

In an effort to reduce the amount of currency in circu-
lation, the Confederate States issued interest hearing
notes in 1862 which it hoped the people would hold as a
security. These bear interest paid markings on the re-
verse. Under the Act of March 23, 1863, earlier issues
of Confederate notes were to be withdrawn and replaced
with the 1863 issue. Many were never turned in, and of
those that were, some were re-issued by stamping with a
red or black stamp reading "February (or March). 1861,
Accepted as a Note Issued under Act of Congress of
March 23, 1863."

Confederate notes were counterfeited just as has been
every other kind of money since it was introduced. In
the North, S. C. Upham produced imitation Confederate
notes which are easily detected even though his adver-
tisement at the bottom is sometimes cut off. However,
these were an irritation in the South also, as they were
often brought in by Northern soldiers.

Such is my introduction to Southern currency, the
mirror of a war and a tenacious way of life.
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