
WHOLE NO. 1 3
	 Paper Money 	 PAGE 3

The Treasury of North America
By Edward R. Barnsley

TREASURY DEPARTMENT SEAL

Seal of the Treasury of North America, inscribed "Sigillum Thesaurus Americus
Septentrio"

Well known to everyone is the vast circulation of our
country's paper currency in astronomical figures; for
example, the outstanding dollar bills alone number one
and a half billion. Much lesser known to the general
public is the strange fact that all of this great paper
wealth is signed by the Treasurer of the United States,
but is sealed instead by the seal of the Treasury of North

America. This situation has existed for over a century.
To find out how this inconsistency occurs, we must first
turn back to those historical records that deal with the
formative years of our Republic.

Following the meetings of the First Continental Con-
gress in 1774, the British colonies and provinces therein
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assembled were generally known by the simple, collec-
tive name of The United Colonies. This name is believed
to have been a carry-over from that 17th Century league
for friendship and mutual advice known as The United
Colonies of New England.

In May and November of 1775, and February and May
of 1776, the Congress emitted its first four issues of
currency, or rather "Bills of Credit" as this paper money
was more properly called. All of the various denomina-
tions, ranging from 30 down to one-sixth of a Spanish
milled dollar, carried at appropriate places in their
framed borders the name of the issuing authority, The
United Colonies.

No country is indicated on this lowest
denomination of Continental Currency,

1776.

Then on June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia
made his revolutionary motion that "These United
Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and inde-
pendent States." His wording is supposed to have been
thus phrased because the term "colony" implied a cer-
tain distasteful status of dependence upon England, while
the word "state" implied autonomy. Therefore, as the
desire for independence was developing, most writers
were already using the word "state" instead of "colony."
Consequently, when a Congressional Committee was
named to draft a declaration in support of Lee's resolu-
tion, it was logical to call it, "The unanimous Declara-
tion of the thirteen United States of America."

An interesting numismatic observation following re-
view of these widely known historic facts is that the
first three emissions of Continental Currency released
after July 4, 1776, continued, nevertheless, to bear the
inscription United Colonies rather than United States of
America. This oversight was no doubt due to the exi-
gencies of war plus the physical difficulties of preparing
new cuts.

On September 9, 1776, the country's lawmakers de-
cided "that in all continental commissions, and other
instruments, where, heretofore, the words United Colonies
have been used, the style be altered, for the future, to
the United States". The next two issues. November 2,
1776, and February 26, 1777, continued to bear the
appellation of The United Colonies in spite of the intent
of this resolution. It was not until the currency issue
of May 20. 1777, that the frames were in fact changed
to read The United States in conformity with the resolu-
tion quoted.
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The United Colonies, 1777

On November 15, 1777, the final draft of the Articles
of Confederation was completed, but the document itself
was not adopted and ratified by all thirteen states until
three and one half years later. So the two series of
Continental Currency emitted in 1778, although incorpo-
rating newly designed frames, did, nevertheless, continue
to use the title The United States rather than the correct
appellation The United States of America, as required
by the Confederation.
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The United States 1778. This note is signed
by James Wilson, who also signed the Decla-

ration of Independence.
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Highest denomination of Colonial Currency
on United States of North America note, 1779
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The Congress on September 26, 1778, appointed a
Committee to "prepare a seal for the treasury and for
the navy." Rev. John Witherspoon, Gouvernour Morris
and Richard Henry Lee constituted this committee, and
the seal they devised had a Latin legend which translates
literally, "The Seal of the Treasury of North America."
At least we assume that is the legend on the seal they
designed, because the Journals of the Continental Con-
gress fail to indicate that the said committee ever made
a report. Subsequent research likewise fails to reveal
when the seal of our Treasury Department was adopted.
Most evidence indicates that the seal has never been
adopted as such by either the Continental or the Federal
Congress.

Many writers believe that the Treasury seal was un-
doubtedly the personal handwork of Robert Morris,
financier of the Revolution, even although he had not
been appointed an official member of the design com-
mittee. Positive proof of this thesis is lacking. In any
event, whoever masterminded the job reflected a pre-
valent idea that the Treasury of the Continental Con-
gress should in fact embrace the territory of the entire
continent; viz, North America. There was, indeed, hope
in certain quarters of the Confederation being greatly
enlarged by merger with the Province of Quebec, the
official name by which Canada had been known since
1764 when the British established civil government there.
Continental Congress meant a Congress of the Continent,
so why shouldn't our Treasury be a Treasury of the
Continent; i.e., North America?

On January 14, 1779, the Congress authorized its
eleventh and final issue of Continental Currency in the
amount of $140,052,480. In conformity to the name
of the Continental treasury as spelled out on its seal
reputedly adopted a few months previously, new frames
were designed reading, "United States of North
America." This emission became, therefore, our only
issue of paper money ever to carry this name of our
country as such. The title United States of America
was consequently never carried on any of our 11 issues
of Continental Currency. Paragraph No. 6 of the
aforementioned enabling Resolution stated:
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The United States of North America, 1779

"That for preventing the counterfeiting of the said
bills, new stamps with additional checks be provided,
and a sufficient number of proof sheets struck, and sent,
with the signatures of each signer, to the assemblies of
the respective states, to be lodged by them under proper
regulations in public offices in the several counties,
towns, and districts, for the benefit of the inhabitants
of the United States."

On February 20, 1781, Robert Morris was elected
Superintendent of Finance, and on May 17 following he
presented to Congress his plan for establishing The Bank
of North America. On December 31, 1781, this insti-
tution, which played such a noble part in helping the
new Republic through its early financial trials, was in-
corporated by Congress with a perpetual charter. It is
interesting to know that this Bank founded by Morris
now has 45 branches and flourishes as the largest insti-
tution of its kind in Philadelphia under the merged title
of First Pennsylvania Banking and Trust Company.

Robert Morris seems to have been the principal public
official who wanted to use the words "North America"—
influenced possibly by his North America Land Company.
After all, he probably figured, some day there might be
a United States of South America or a United States
of Central America. He induced Congress to set up
the Mint of North America to help the Bank of North
America stabilize the coinage and currency of the new
country.

It was on February 21, 1782, that Congress approved
the establishment of this Mint of North America, but
nothing really came out of the proposal other than the
preparation of four pairs of Coinage dies from which
were struck the famous Nova Constellatio pattern pieces
in silver, all of which were dated 1783. It should be
noted here that The Mint of North America had
absolutely nothing to do with production of the popular
"North American Token" dated 1781. These coins were
struck in Dublin, Ireland, at a date much later than that
indicated on their obverses. On February 8, 1783, Mr.
Morris recorded in his diary that he had paid Jacob
Eckfeldt five dollars and eighteen-ninetieths of a dollar
"For Dies for the Mint of North America." Jacob was
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the father of Adam Eckfeldt, an employe of the United
States Mint from 1792 to 1840, and a prominent figure
in its early history.
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Fractional notes of the Bank of
North America, 1789. These were
suggested by Benjamin Franklin,
who supplied the paper on which his
grandson, Benjamin Franklin Bache,

printed them.

The present Department of the Treasury can furnish
no conclusive information as to why the Latin legend
of its 1778 seal reading Treasury of North America was
not changed upon final adoption of the Articles of Con-
federation on March 1, 1781, inasmuch as its Artide I
declared, "The style of this confederacy shall be The
United States of America." Again, the Constitution
which became the supreme law of the nation on June
21, 1788, clearly stated in its preamble that the people
had ordained and established it for "the United States
of America." Yet the old Treasury seal of North America
continued on, unchanged.

Beginning with our first dollar bill in 1862, and except-
ing only some varieties of fractional currency, every
single piece of paper money issued by the United States
Government, totaling millions upon millions of dollars,
have all been imprinted with the seal of the Treasury of
North America, latinized and abbreviated to read,
"Sigil. Thesaur Amer. Septent." When our present
Department of the Treasury was officially organized by
authority of an Act passed at the first session of the first
federal Congress, the old outdated seal should have been
corrected at that time to make it conform to the Con-
stitution of the United States. but it wasn't. This "Act
to Establish the Treasury Department" approved Septem-
ber 2, 1789, does not even mention the word "seal"!
Evidently custom only decrees that the improperly
worded, unadopted, hence, unofficial, seal of 1778, should
be continued in use, because it has come down in the
same form to the present day uncorrected.

What a strange anomaly it is that Congress has never
seen fit, at even this late date, to adopt a seal which
says in plain English that it is for the Treasury of the
United States of America, and then use it properly to
authenticate our great nation's astronomical paper wealth.
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