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The $500 Treasury (Coin) Note, Series 1891
By William T. Anton, Jr. and Morey Perlmutter

'1971 William T. Anton, Jr. and Morey Perlmutter

( Photos by courtesy of Wm. T. Anton Jr., Lodi, N.J.)

( Photographs Copyright 1971 William T. Anton, Jr, & Morey Perlmutter)

Illustrated here, for the first time in any numismatic
or lay publication, is the 5500 "Sherman" note of 1891.
The photographs are from official Bureau of Engraving
& Printing proof impressions, discovered by Mr. William
T. Anton, Jr., of the Woodcliff Investment Corp., Lodi,
New Jersey, with collaboration and additional research
by Mr. Morey Perlmutter of Watertown, Massachusetts.

The impression. (as on all proofs ) is minus the seal,
and the serial number is in ciphers, prefixed by the
letter "B," which was that for all Coin Notes in the 1891
Series, and suffixed by a solid red star, which was part
of the serial number design in both the Series of 1890
and 1891. (Stars as "replacement" prefixes did not
commence until 1910; as suffixes, not until the Federal
Reserve Notes of 1914. They also were characterized
by the "hollow" center, unlike the Coin Note Stars, and
those also used as part of the design on the Legal Tender
Series of 1869.)

The signatures are those of Blanche K. Bruce and
Ellis H. Roberts, whose tenure in office began on January
23, 1897, and terminated on March 17, 1898, indicating

late preparation of this plate, as the issuance of Coin
Notes was discontinued during the fiscal year 1900:
1,012,000 $5 notes constituted the final delivery of this
type to the Treasury Department. Some of these were
probably the very rare Lyons-Roberts notes (Friedberg
365; Donlon 705-20) and the equally scarce Bruce-
Roberts notes 1Friedberg 364; Donlon 705-19). (The
former are actually considered more rare, especially in
new condition.) Fiscal 1899 saw the final delivery of
Series 1891 $1, $2, $10 and $20 Coin Notes, the last
denomination including an unknown quantity of Bruce-
Roberts (Friedberg 375A; Donlon 720-19). Only one
specimen of this note is definitely known to the writers
at this time, and the general paucity of Bruce-Roberts
Coin Notes has been well-known for many years.

To many, the undisputed fact that plates were pre-
pared, and proofs made, will come as a startling revela-
tion, despite the fact that early authorities ( Blake, Ray-
mond, Limpert, et al) recognized the $500 denomination,
but subsequent listings and articles implied that such
a note actually did not exist, as no specimen in any
form had ever been seen, giving credence to the idea
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that its existence was taken for granted. The late Robert
Friedberg, in his first (1953) edition of Paper Money of
The United States, stated. "A 500 dollar note with por-
trait of General Sherman was also authorized but no
specimen is known." The sixth 119681 edition states

. . authorized, and a plate made, but was not issued."
Dr. Limpert carried the simple notation "unknown", and
there is no mention whatever, in proof or final form,
of this note in William P. Donlon's United States Large-
Size Paper Money, 1861 1923, Theodore Kemm.'s The
Official Guide of United States Paper Money, and Gene
Hessler's New Official Guide To United States Currency.

Mr. William A. Philpott, Jr., Dallas, eminent paper
money authority. in his definitive article on Coin Notes
(The Numismatist, December, 19511 stated, "There has
been mentioned a $500 issue of the Coin Note, hearing
the portrait of General Sherman on the obverse. The
writer has never seen or heard of one, and the Treasury
Department's records do not show any notes of this
denomination outstanding." Other leading specialists
queried by both Mr. Anton and Mr. Perlmutter have
indicated that such a note in any form was unknown
to them, and probably non-existent, and a few even
questioned the fact that it ever actually got beyond the
planning stage. Research has uncovered statistics to
the contrary . . . notes were printed and delivered; how-
ever, it appears that none were ever placed in circula-
tion. The reason for this is a moot point and open to
much conjecture.

The Comptroller of The Currency "Statement Showing
The United States Notes, Certificates Of Deposit, Bonds
And National Bank Currency Delivered During The
Fiscal Year 1893" showed that 4,000 sheets, unsealed,
were delivered to the Treasury Department. That is a
total of 16,000 notes, presumably B1" through B16000",
delivered for completion and eventual disbursement, but
apparently never issued. The fact that Treasury records
show none outstanding does not necessarily mean that
all have been redeemed, much as coin mintage records
which indicate only the amount struck. Subsequent
activity, or the lack of same is not reflected in these
statistics: therefore, utilizing the current limits of re-
search available to us. we remain unanimous in our
opinion that the $500 Coin Note was cancelled and the
notes destroyed.

The Coin Notes of 1890 ( and various of the 1891
Series I are the scarcest regular issues of U. S. paper
currency, exceeded only by the Demand Notes of 1861,
and the National Gold Bank Notes of California. The
Department of The Comptroller of The Currency no
longer maintains a balance of Coin Notes outstanding
( as of fiscal 1962 ), having determined under the annual
"write-off clause" that all remaining notes were either
irretrievably lost or destroyed or held in collections, and
that none will ever be presented for redemption again
in sufficient quantity to warrent said balance. I For all
intents and purposes at the present time, the U. S.
Treasury Bulletin considers Federal Reserve Notes and
United States Notes as the paper currency in actual
circulation, balances of Silver Certificates, National Bank
Notes ( 1929 ), Federal Reserve Bank Notes and other ear-
lier issues in process of retirement notwithstanding.)

Both Series 1890 and 1891, from the $1 through $100,
are represented by a total of only 33 notes, with the
proportionate percentage of scarcities exceeding that of
any other series. In the January, 1959 issue of The
Numismatist, Mr. Wm. A. Philpott, Jr. offered his unique
set of Coin Notes, all 33 specimens! It is the only time
that such a set was offered (either individually or in
its entirety), and it is indeed safe to assume that such
an assemblage from which to make selections will in all
probability never appear again. ( The Grinnell Sale
[Part I-November 25, 1944-Bluestone] had 32 notes,
lacking only the unique Fr. 375A; Don. 720-19.) A
check of Bureau figures will reveal statistics consistent
with the lack of many notes, and a brief history of this
Series will provide some basis for what will follow.

The Treasury Notes of 1890 and 1891 were authorized
by an Act of Congress passed on July 14, 1890. Under
this .Act—The Sherman Act of 1890, named for John
Sherman, U. S. Senator IR) Ohio, (1861-1897), Secre-
tary of The Treasury (1877-1881), and Secretary of
State (1897-1898), and, coincidentally, brother of Gen.
Wm. T. Sherman—the Secretary of The Treasury was
to purchase 4,500,000 ounces of silver per month and
to pay for this silver with Treasury Notes redeemable
on demand in coin. These notes bore the legend "will
pay to bearer . . . in coin"; they were redeemable either
in silver or gold coin, at the discretion of the holder.
At a time when the gold v. free silver controversy was
raging, it seemed that this was an intentional move
designed to antagonize neither side. (The later Gold Stan-
dard Act of 1900 resolved this by enactment of what had
been de facto since the resumption of specie payment in
1879; viz., that the gold dollar was the standard mea-
sure of value in the U. S.) Motivated by the desire
to show that the government met all of its obligations
without any equivocation. President Cleveland ordered
that redemptions be made in gold when so demanded.
The end result of the Act was an eventual inflation which
led to the collapse and panic of 1893. The continuing
redemption of these notes for gold, which initially had
been authorized to buy silver, the price of which was
steadily falling, capsules some of the factors which led
to the repeal of the Sherman Act on November 1, 1 . 893,
and with it the authority to issue Coin Notes. (The
Sherman Act of 1890 is not to he confused with The
Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890, which was the legisla-
tion enacted to prevent monopolies, trusts and cartels
operating in restraint of trade.) However, as Comptrol-
ler reports indicate, a plethora of such notes was con-
tinuously issued through 1900. terminating with the
aforementioned Lyons-Roberts $5, Series of 1891.

This brief prologue, or the proverbial "nutshell," if
you will, is merely to illustrate some of the circumstances
contributing to the rarities within this series, and the
arcane environs surrounding various issues, not the least
of which is our $500 note. heretofore by some thought
to be of apocryphal origin. Total issue of 1890 and 1891
Coin Notes was approximately $440,000,000. in $1, $2,
$5. $10, $20. $50, $100. and $1000 denominations. Of
this figure, Series 1890 notes amounted to 8164,864.000
( less the 850, issued only in Series 18911. Rarity is the
byword re the 1890 issues. as they were replaced after
less than one year with the 1891 notes and not dis-
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continued until 1900. However, perhaps in large part
due to the revocation of the Act of 1890 and its pecuniary
ramifications, the 1891 Series spanned the spectrum from
"common" to "legendary" and onward to pseudo-
phantom issues, obfuscating researchers for decades.

Fiscal 1891 and 1892 saw the issuance of the 1890
notes; $7,160,000 in $1s; $9,864,000 in $2s; $36,000,000
in $5s; $46,000,000 in $10s; $25,840,000 in $20s;
$12,000,000 in $100s and $20,000,000 in $1000 notes.
The signature combinations and seals [large brown and

small red, scalloped] in the $1 through $20 created three
different notes; one in the $100, and two in the $1000;
viz., Friedberg 347-49; 353-55; 359-61; 366-68; 372-74;
377 and 379a-b. Donlon 701-14/701-15A; 702-14/
702-15A; 705-14/705-15A; 710-14/710-15A; 720-14/
720-15A; 700-14 and 7-1M-14/15.1 Fiscal 1893 wit-
nessed the emission of $8,000,000 in $1000 notes, for a
grand total (1890) of a little under $165,000,000, by
today's standards almost an infinitesimal amount. All
are quite scarce, especially in new condition. The fam-
ous "watermelon" $100 note, with an issuance of only
120,000, is known to the extent of 12 to 16 pieces. Only
23 "watermelon" $1000 notes are outstanding on the
Treasury books, with but three specimens definitely
known. Of the 1891 issues, the Lyons-Roberts is the
rarest $5. While the Tillman-Morgan $20 remains a
great rarity (and underrated ) with about 15 to 18
known, the Bruce-Roberts $20 is unique, the only
specimen coming to our attention being that offered by
Mr. Philpott in 1959. (Mr. "Phil" stated that he had
seen one other, but as of this writing, it remains un-
located. ) Concerning the 1891 Series, the legendary
$50 Seward note (80,000 pieces—fiscal 1893) shows
but 25 outstanding. with 12 to 15 known, including B1*
and B2* in uncirculated condition! We now approach
the 1891 $100 and $500 notes, which, along with the
others discussed here, constitute a grouping, the very
existence of which belies the collapse of 1893 and its
aftermath.

As noted by Mr. Perlmutter in PAPER MONEY, No. 31,
September, 1969, the 1891 $100 Coin Note was unknown
for many years. Despite an issuance of 80,000 pieces
during fiscal 1893 and 1894, it was unheard-of until
about 35 to 40 years ago. Since that time, only six
specimens have come to light with two "possibles"
awaiting confirmation. (Fr. 378; Don. 700-15A.) The
1891 saga continues, as Mr. Anton also reports proof
impressions of the 1891 Seward $50 and the 1891 $100
with Tillman-Morgan signatures rather than the known
Rosecrans-Nebeker! So here we have the anomalous
situation of a limited issue $50, plus an almost illusion-
ary $100 in one signature combination, of which proofs
are discovered with later signatures! Inconsistencies
galore; an abundance of paradoxes more mystifying
than the circumstances surrounding the 1913 Liberty
nickel and the 1884-1885 Trade Dollars. Will there be
more surprises after the furor over the $500 Coin Note
subsides? Will bellicose collectors and researchers
belabor us with epithets for daring to insinuate that there
are unknowns in the field of paper as well as coins?
To paraphrase the radio vernacular of the 1930s, "tune
in next time, and find out!"

With the first illustration of the Sherman note now
an accomplished fact, the question arises as to why the
notes were never circulated. Many notes continued to
flow from the Treasury, even in $1000 denominations,
after the authority to issue them had ceased, so why not
the $500? Perhaps something was found to be objec-
tionable, or the denomination was deemed superfluous,
or perchance the wrong choice of portrait subject? Ergo,
a short biographical vignette is in order.

William Tecumseh Sherman was born in 1820 in
Lancaster, Ohio. After graduation from West Point in
1840, he participated in the war with Mexico, and
resigned in 1853 with the rank of Captain. Offering his
services to the Union in 1861, he was appointed Colonel
of Infantry, and soon rose to the rank of Brigadier
General. He served with distinction at the battle of
Shiloh; and also in 1863 in the seige of Vicksburg. By
this time, Sherman had attained the rank of Major
General. In command of the Army in Georgia in 1864,
his forces soon pressed the evacuation of Atlanta. Then
followed an action which has been the subject of contro-
versy almost to this day.

Against Grant's judgment, Sherman formulated the
plan whereby his troops would march across Georgia
from Atlanta to Savannah. with the purpose of destroy-
ing the food supplies of a specific region on which
General Robert E. Lee depended heavily. Sherman also
had in mind with this action to illustrate to the populace
the devastation of war and thereby lessen their willing-
ness to participate any longer in such a conflict. Prior
to setting out on the march, Sherman ordered Atlanta
put to the torch on November 15, 1864. With a force
of 62,000 infantry and cavalry, he set his course, spread-
ing out sufficiently enough to cover a 60-mile path
through the state. Cutting off all communications as
they proceeded, organized raiding parties intermittently
ranged at will, returning at intervals with livestock,
vehicles, and other supplies required for their sustenance.
Unfortunately, a number of these instances were char-
acterized by pillage and plunder, damning the entire
battalion rather than just the perpetrators responsible.
On December 10, the army drove into Savannah, and
after a ten-day siege, the Confederates were forced into
retreat across the Savannah River into South Carolina.

Sherman met little or no opposition as he cut a swath
of devastation to the sea; the carnage that resulted from
this operation was that which Grant had envisioned and
had tried to prevent. "War is hell," Sherman had ex-
pressed; but whether the ends had justified the means
. . . according to many, this was not the way to wage
war. By his own estimation, Sherman calculated the
Confederate losses at $100,000,000 . . . $80,000,000 of it
being "simple waste and destruction." (Sherman's
portrait seems to reflect a pensive mood, as if the weight
of conscience was bearing on his thoughts; we will never
really know.)

In 1891, twenty-six years following the cessation of
hostilities, Sherman died. It is quite possible that the
decision to produce the $500 note with the portrait of
Sherman may have been motivated by the thought of a
memorial. although unofficial, such as that afforded
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President Garfield via the Series 1882 55 brownback and
the $20 Gold Certificates first issued in 1882. (Garfield
had been assassinated in 1881.) In retrospect, would
it be trivial to assume that the issue was cancelled at
the eleventh hour due to the fact that it might create
resentment and renew animosities? This possibility,
coupled with the actuality that a $500 note was not a
necessity, could have been the reasoning behind the
issue's cancellation. Pure conjecture of course, but
certainly within the realm of conceivability.

The reader will forgive the occasional digression, how-
ever revelant, in this article. It only proves that what
lies behind these multi-colored bits of bond and fiber
paper is much more than just the obligation to redeem
and honor; each note is a veritable cornucopia of some
segment of our history.

We feel that this treatise is just the cornerstone of a new
discovery and are hopeful that new facts will come to
light, regardless of the source. Now, someone might
opine, would it not all have gone for naught should a
specimen suddenly appear, automatically throwing some
portions of this essay into the proverbial "cocked hat"?
Hardly! Such a discovery would be more than welcome!
It would certainly not be the first time that an article had
been the catalyst which produced that which was under
examination . . . nor would it be the last. That is "the
name of the game" when it comes to research; the quest
for knowledge which never ceases; that which differenti-
ates the accumulator from the numismatist.
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Higher Mail Rates Hit
Society Hard

The drastic increases in all classes of mail effective
in May of this year will adversely affect all hobby orga-
nizations which operate on limited budgets, including
SPMC. In addition to the one-third increase in the
second class mail category I with more to come over the
next five years) under which PAPER MONEY is dis-
patched, the increases in first and third classes, the hook
rate and registry fees will correspondingly add to the
costs of conducting Society business, editorial cor-
respondence and Library operations. As a result, at the
annual meeting in August, the Board of Governors will
be forced to consider measures aimed at operating the
Society as efficiently as possible and continuing the level
of present services in the face of ever-increasing costs.

Individual members are asked to cooperate through
such simple measures as including a self-addressed
stamped envelope for the replies to requests for informa-
tion and to consolidate their correspondence with the
Editor to minimize multiple exchanges of letters.
Authors are asked to supply photographs with their
manuscripts whenever possible to eliminate expensive
registration fees for sending notes to the Editor and for
their eventual return from a photographer. Only
through such cooperation can SPMC and kindred
organizations survive in this seemingly never-ending
period of inflation.

WANTED
OBSOLETE PAPER MONEY

(Bank Notes. Script, Warrants, Drafts)

of the AMERICAN WEST
Oregon, California, Idaho, Nevada, Arizona, Utah, Mon-
tana, New Mexico, Colorado: Dakota, Deseret. Indian.
Jefferson Territories!

Cash paid, or fine Obsolete Paper traded,

Have Proof notes from most states, individual rarities, seldom seen denominationals, Kirtlands, topicals; Colonial, Continental;
CSA, Southern States notes and bonds. Also have duplicate Western rarities for advantageous trade.

JOHN J. FORD, JR. P. O. BOX 33, ROCKVILLE CENTRE, N. Y. 11571


	The $500 Treasury (Coin) Note, Series 1891

