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Counterfeiting of First Charter National

Bank Notes
By William P. Koster

AS explained in a previous article in this series, the
first paper money issued by the United States

government appeared during the Civil War emergency.
Congress was at first reluctant to authorize the print-
ing and circulation of paper currency because of the
widespread counterfeiting of state bank issues of paper,
which were then in circulation. Treasury Secretary
Salmon P. Chase assured Congress, however, that the
federal currency would be well protected against counter-
feiting because of unique design features. Ultimately,
authority to print money was granted. The first issues of
paper money were the Demand Notes of 1861, followed
by the Legal Tender issues of 1862 and 1863. Interest
Bearing Notes, which circulated to a limited degree, also
appeared during this period.

After the early issues of Legal Tender notes were in
circulation, it was decided to issue a type of currency to
replace the paper issues of state banks. Such a currency
issue, "redeemable" at local banks, would also provide a
ready market for federal revenue bonds. With this in
mind, the National Banking Act was formulated and
ultimately passed by Congress in 1863. By means of this
Act, large additional sums of money were available to
the Treasury for fighting the Civil War then in progress.
The first National Bank Notes were released to the public
in December, 1863. The total amount in circulation
was barely more than $30,000 in January, 1864, but in-
creased to over $67 million by January, 1865. The
National Bank Notes served as the backbone of circulat-
ing paper currency in the United States from that period
until the development of the Federal Reserve System
aproximately 50 years later.

In preparing notes for the first National Bank issues
it was recognized that the original Legal Tender note
designs were not as "counterfeit proof" as the assurances
of Secretary Chase to the Congress would have had one
believe. The first and most dangerous counterfeit of
this early series was of the $50 Legal Tender note bear-
ing the profile of Alexander Hamilton. This note was
very well copied and rather widely passed. Copies of
other Legal Tender notes, particularly the $5 and $100
denominations, also appeared. With adequate incen-
tive, therefore, the National Bank Note designs were
made substantially more ornate and detailed, hence more
difficult to copy, than the Legal Tender issues. Readers
will recall, as explained previously, that the only really
effective means of counterfeiting notes in this era was
by the hand-engraving of copies duplicating the real
thing as closely as possible. Therefore, the more com-
plex and ornate the design of the currency, the more
difficult and hopefully more discouraging is the counter-
feiter's job.

The original authorization for the National Bank Note
issues specified that the notes be executed in three sep-

arate printing processes at three different locations, in
addition to validation (affixing of Treasury seal and
serial numbers). It further specified that a two-color
reverse of the note be one of the design features. In this
way, it was intended that the employees of one of the
printing contractors involved would be unable to print
unauthorized notes for their own use since no one group
would have access to all of the plates required. Standard
banknote paper was used for these early issues.

Collectors today recognize that the National Bank
Notes of the first charter period are, as a group, the
most beautiful, intricate, and ornate series ever issued
by the United States. Contrary to the hopes and expecta-
tions of Treasury officials, however, counterfeits began to
appear, and surprisingly good ones at that. Historical
records concentrate primarily on the efforts of those who
spent the hundreds and perhaps thousands of man-hours
necessary to engrave copies of the early National issues.
Undoubtedly, crude photocopies and other forms of
counterfeiting were attempted but engraving stands alone
(in the 1860	 1870 era) as the only dangerous threat
to the integrity of our paper currency.

One of the earliest (and perhaps most dangerous)
counterfeits of National Currency to appear was of the
$100 note on the First National Bank of Boston. This
note, in many details, was a surprisingly good engraved
copy of the original. Figure 1 shows comparative sections
of the face of this particular issue. Figure la shows a
portion of the counterfeit vignette of Commodore Perry
abandoning his ship in the Battle of Lake Erie. Figure
lb shows a view of the same area taken from a genuine
note. At the magnification of approximately 2X shown
in these figures, the high quality of this counterfeit is
quite apparent.

In making the comparison at higher magnification, as
shown in Figures le and ld, the shortcomings of the
counterfeit are more obvious. The counterfeit engraving
is composed of heavier and at the same time sharper lines
than used in the original engraving. It can also be seen
at this magnification, about 7X, that the counterfeit shows
more outlining of the various subjects than the genuine,
which produces a higher contrast image. To many ob-
servers the counterfeit would seem to be the higher
quality engraving! It would be difficult for the average
layman, and even many bank tellers, to determine that
this counterfeit was in fact counterfeit merely by studying
the note alone. The greatest assurance for determining
whether one was counterfeit would be to compare the bank-
note under suspicion to one which was known to be genuine.
A portion of the top border of this banknote in comparison
with its genuine counterpart is shown in Figures le and 1 f.
Note the very high quality of the engraving of the counter-
feit in comparison to the genuine also present in this area
of the note.

This $100 bill, when finally traced to its source, was at-
tributed to the skills of George Ulrich. Ulrich is recorded
in history as one of the most competent and dangerous
counterfeiters of United States currency.



1 (a) counterfeit 1 (b) genuine
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Fig. 1. Areas of $100 First Charter National Bank Note
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Fig. 2. Medallions from the top reverse of First Charter National Bank Notes

2 (a) counterfeit 2 (1)) counterfeit

The comparative high quality of Ulrich's work can also
be seen in Figure 2. The part of the $100 note shown in
Figure 2c is George Ulrich's; compare it to the quality of
the lathe work shown in the genuine, Figure 2d. It can be
readily seen that Ulrich's lathe work compares much more
closely to the quality of the genuine than does that of the
counterfeit $10 and $20 notes illustrated in Figures 2a
and b, which are the work of other counterfeiters. Note
that in the genuine engraving, Figure 2d, the lathe work
consists of a continuous pattern of overlapping smooth,
curved lines produced by a precision engraving machine.
In the counterfeit impressions, the lathe work varies from
slightly irregular curved lines (2c) to a relatively crude
sawtooth pattern (2a) which is probably a hand-engraved
job. One can readily understand why the Ulrich $100
counterfeit issue was considered so dangerous by federal
authorities.

Perhaps the most obvious shortcoming of Ulrich's $100
bill is to be found on the reverse, in the engraving of the
American eagle found at the right side of the note. In
the counterfeit, the throat and head of the eagle are posi-
tively defined by an engraved line as may be seen in Figure
3a. In the genuine engraving, 3b, the outline of the eagle's
head and throat is formed merely by the ends of the back-
ground lines. This specific type of fault is frequently
found on forged engravings .. . it was a time saver for
the engraver and was sometimes used to cover for a lack
of skill.

At one time or another, all of the National Bank Note
denominations from $1 to $100 were falsified. Corn-

parison of questionable notes to those which were known
to he genuine was the most reliable means for detecting a

counterfeit. Genuine notes, however, would vary slightly
from plate to plate or series to series as a result of
transfer differences and die retouching. Differences can
also be seen between notes because of different degrees
of inking, which was a hand process.

A close examination of the pioneer family vignette ap-
pearing on the $5 Legal Tender issues from 1869 through
the series of 1907 will show a number of small detail
changes. These may be attributed to reworking and re-
tooling of engraving dies over a span of several decades.
In all cases known to the author, variations in the genuine
engravings are much smaller than differences between
genuine engravings and counterfeit copies, making detec-
tion by comparison a reliable procedure. As an illustra-
tion of this, Figure 4 shows a series of vignettes of Co-
lumbia from the $20 National Bank Note series. Figure
4a is a counterfeit impression of a note on the Fourth Na-
tional Bank of New York which appeared in 1865; Figure
4b is from a genuine $20 note of the original issue. Figure
4c shows the same portion of a bank note printed several
years later, series of 1875. Figure 4d is a close-up of the
same vignette of a $20 brownback dated 1895. To the
inexperienced, the counterfeit bill was a reasonably good
copy and would probably have been easily accepted by the
unwary during the 19th century. In comparing the three
genuine vignettes, it can be seen that slight differences
indicating retooling of the dies are present. Subtle changes
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Fig. 3. Eagle vignette from reverse of $100 First Charter National Bank Note

Fig. 4. Vignettes of Columbia from $20 National Bank Notes showing plate variations

in hair treatment, eye and chin shading as well as
shoulder and flag outlining may be seen. These differences
are small, however, and not confusable with differences
between genuine and counterfeit.

Another illustration presented in this article is of the
vignette of Liberty found on the $100 National Bank
Note. A counterfeit impression from a note issued by
the First National Bank of Philadelphia is shown in Figure
5a. A genuine impression is shown in Figure 5b. At this
magnification, differences are obvious, although to the
unaided eye, the copy is a good one. The most telltale
fault of the counterfeit is the veil over Liberty's head.
This veil is outlined much like a child's drawing, typical
of the shortcuts taken by counterfeiters. In contrast, the
outline of this veil in the genuine vignette is achieved by
different shadings of the background, indicating an overall
higher degree of engraving skill and quality.

A small part of the engraving on the reverse of this
same $10 note is shown in Figure 6. In this Figure, 6a
illustrates the counterfeit impression. Figure 6b shows
the same portion from a genuine note. A similar com-
parison is made of the $20 First Charter Note in Figure 7.
In both of these, the typical differences in quality are
evident when viewed at the magnification shown, approxi-
mately 4X. The lathe work shown in Figures 2a and b
of the reverse of the counterfeit $10 and $20 notes looks
particularly poor in these illustrations as viewed at 6X.
To the unaided or inexperienced eye, however, these
counterfeit engravings would be considered very good
copies of the real thing. They must have been . . . they
were widely accepted by the public when first placed in
circulation.

Other interesting comparisons of these notes could he
made but space does not permit. For instructional pur-
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Fig. 5. Liberty vignette from $10 National Bank Notes

poses, it may be said that the easiest and most certain
way of detecting counterfeits of this era is by comparison
of vignettes with those which are known to be genuine.
Lacking the availability of a note for comparison, the
lathe work, such as shown in Figure 2, is probably the
best means of identification or at least raising suspicion
regarding a counterfeit.

Another point must be considered. The illustrations
shown here are of new or nearly new bank notes. The
counterfeit impressions are from one of Heath's counter-
feit detectors, which again are in essentially new condi-
tion. Once a note has seen significant amounts of circu-
lation, the characteristics of the counterfeit become more
difficult to detect. The extreme sharpness of outlines,
such as shown in Figures la, lc, 5a, and 6a, become
softened and difficult to separate from the genuine. Un-

doubtedly, counterfeiters would artificially "circulate"
the notes by rubbing them with sand or otherwise pro-
ducing a worn condition before attempting to pass them.
Passing a "well used" note avoided suspicion as well as
making detection difficult.

During the post-Civil War era, the number of counter-
feits in circulation continued to grow. In 1867, it was
estimated that as much as 1/3 of all paper money in cir-
culation was counterfeit. In an attempt to. cope with
this problem the Treasury Department set up the United
States Secret Service specifically for the purpose of
stamping out counterfeiting. In addition, Treasury De-
partment personnel developed an entire new issue of pa-
per currency incorporating designs and other features in-
tended to increase the security of paper currency against
counterfeiting. This new currency appeared as the Legal
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Fig. 6. Area of reverse of $10 First Charter National Rank Note

Fig. 7. Area of reverse of $20 First Charter Note

7 (a) counterfeit 7 (b) genuine

Tender issue of 1869. The same basic currency design
was followed in the Legal Tender issues until the retire-
ment from circulation in the 1920's.

Information on Indiana Obsoletes

Needed for SPAIC Catalog

We are in the final stages of completing the Indiana
catalog for SPMC. Naturally, one of our concerns is
that we have the book as complete as possible. With this
in mind, would all readers:

—Please report any Indiana notes in their collections.

—Please send a Xerox of notes if possible.

—If a Xerox copy is not available, please send a full
description including date, engraver's imprint, signatures,
and general physical description of vignettes, colors, etc.

The next article in this series. now in preparation, will
discuss and illustrate the features of the so-called counter-
feit-proof currency designs of 1869.

Any assistance will be acknowledged in the book. Any
correspondence should be addressed to me at the address
below.

Thank you very much for your assistance!

WENDELL WOLKA, SPMC 2584
7425 S. Woodward Ave., Apt. 115
Woodridge, IL 60515

J. T. Holleman observes that the eagle on the fractional
currency shields pictured in Brent Hughes' article in Vol. 11,
No. 1 is the notorious "upside-down jackass."
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