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Counterfeit-Proof (?) Currency Designs
of 1869 and Later Years

By William P. Koster

S NOTED in my previous articles in PAPER MONEY.
our first Federal paper money, issued during the

Civil War in order to help finance that war, was widely
counterfeited. The early Interest Bearing notes and Le-
gal Tender Notes. as well as the National Bank Notes.
were all targets of the counterfeiter's art. At one point
in 1867, it was estimated that as much as one-third of
all U. S. paper currency then in circulation was counter-
feit. This situation, coupled with the fact that most of
the circulating bank notes were not redeemable in hard
currency. caused paper money to be unacceptable to
many people. Where paper money was accepted, its val-
ue fluctuated widely with respect to the gold dollar. At
the low point, the value of paper money was approxi-
mately 35 cents per dollar as compared to hard currency.

The counterfeit notes of that era were made by several
techniques, but the only really dangerous issues were
those clever detailed engravings which looked very much
like the real thing, but which never exactly duplicated
i t. During this period. ordinary bank note paper was
used for the Federal currency issues.

Shortly after the close of the Civil War. the Govern-
ment launched a two-pronged effort to combat counter-
feiting. One facet was the formation of the Secret Ser-
vice. aimed specifically at controlling counterfeiting: find-
ing the counterfeiters. destroying the currency. and see-

ing that appropriate punishment was carried out. The
Treasury Department separately set about to design a
new issue of paper money intended to be much more
difficult to copy than the previous issues. This new cur-
rency design was issued as a group of Legal Tender
Notes in denominations from $1 to $1000. Series of 1869.

New Features of the 1869 Designs

The new issue of 1869 incorporated several design
features intended to inhibit the type of success which
counterfeiters had enjoyed in the previous few years.
An examination of these notes suggests that the follow-
ing design features were most significant:

1. A large vignette of an individual portrait was used
on each denomination. Each of these notes also
contained vignettes of other scenes, although the
portrait of a historically famous person was pre-
dominant. Shortcomings in shading and line grada-
tion in a large portrait are somewhat easier to de-
tect than in the smaller portraits which had been
used on most of the notes of the previous Legal
Tender issue (1863).

2. Greatly increased use was made of engraving ma-
chines to form intricate, repeating rectangular and
circular patterns on these issues. Observe, for ex-
ample, the repeated 10's and XX's in the borders of
the notes as well as the very fine detail in the large
red spiked seal used on all notes of this issue. The
fine curves and small repeated details, easily ac-
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complished in a precise fashion with appropriate
engraving equipment, were very difficult for a coun-
terfeiter to duplicate by hand. Experience had
shown that the beautifully detailed vignettes used
on the First Charter National Bank Notes could be
rather well copied (although not duplicated), since
they were essentially free-hand engravings. This
situation led, therefore, to dropping of the large
vignette as a primary quality control feature of a
valid note.

3. A repeating geometric overlay pattern of the de-
nomination of each note was used on the $1, 2, and
5, and 10 issues of 1869. This overlay provided a
small, continuous and repeated background printing
of the denomination across one area of the note.
Again, making this plate was easy to accomplish
with engraving equipment but very difficult as a
hand-engraving project. A similar feature was in-
corporated into the reverse design of the $50 note
of this issue.

4. For these notes, the Treasury used a distinctive
semi-translucent, high-strength paper which con-
tained bands of relatively coarse jute fibers. A mix-
ture of both blue and red jute fibers were employed,
but at a high blue to red ratio of about 1000:1. The
use of fiber in currency paper was new to the U. S.
issues, but not new to paper currency in general.
Fibers were used in some of the earlier state bank
issues and also in a few of the Confederate issues.
The purpose of the Treasury at this point was to
use a distinctive fiber paper which could be readily
identified and which differed from others then in
existence.

5. A blue tint was placed on one side of the paper
through the band containing the fibers. This was
done to accentuate the presence of the fibers, per-
mitting their detection even in a worn note and at
the same time adding to the distinctiveness of the
issue.

The $10 Legal Tender Note of 1869, typical of this se-
ries, is shown in Figure I. The various design features
referred to in the text are indicated. High magnification
photographs of typical overlays and of details in the large
Treasury Seal are shown in Figures 2, 3 and 4.

The printing features of these new designs all increased
the difficulty of copying the notes by hand-engraving,
hence, discouraging attempts at copying the currency.
The extensive use of engraving equipment for making
seals, small geometric details, and overlays was proba-
bly the greatest single deterrent to the counterfeiting of
the currency. The introduction of the fiber paper was
also significant, since a would-be counterfeiter now had
to be in collaboration with a paper manufacturer to ob-
tain a suitable imitation. Prior to this issue, almost any
type of bank note paper which was rather readily avail-
able could be used. The use of the fibers, therefore, was
simply another step in increasing the difficulty in suc-
cessfully copying the bank note issues.

1869 Series Counterfeits

How effective were these early counterfeiting mea-
sures? Perhaps surprisingly effective. Records show
that none of the small denomination notes of the Series
of 1869 was ever successfully counterfeited. The design
was just too discouraging for the counterfeiter to attack!
After all, the First Charter National Bank Notes were
still in circulation, as were the Legal Tender Notes of
1863. and these were easier targets.

Fig. 3. Intricate detail on reverse of $50 note.

Fig. 4. Portion of large seal showing intricate detail
produced by engraving machinery.

However, both the $50 and the $500 notes of Series
of 1869 were copied, and rather successfully at that. A
copy of the $50 note bearing the portrait of Henry Clay
appeared in 1872. It was considered a dangerous copy.
The paper was well-imitated. The note had some small
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deficiencies that could be detected once recognized: the
cross-hatching over Clay's head in the vignette was al-
most a solid mass; the serial numbers were black or
blue-black instead of bright blue, and there was no ruled
line between "Series of" and "1869." As a result of this
counterfeit issue, the $50 notes of 1869 were systemati-
cally withdrawn from circulation and retired as they
came through the sub-treasuries. This accounts for the
rarity of this note, Friedburg 151, which is probably the
scarcest Legal Tender Note. Certainly it is the scarcest
of all Legal Tenders issued except for denominations in
excess of $100, most of which are non-collectable.

A similar fate befell the $500 note bearing the portrait
of John Quincy Adams. A good copy was made of this,
except that in this case too much red fiber was used in
the paper. This issue was also withdrawn from circula-
tion. Collectors will note that the next Legal Tender is-
sues, Series of 1874, featured completely redesigned $50
and $500 bills. With the exception of these, all of the
other basic designs issued in 1869 continued to be used
for the Legal Tender issues until their retirements at
various times during this century.

1874 Series Changes

The Series of 1874 notes incorporated several changes
in design apparently in the direction of lowering print-
ing costs. The small-denomination notes of 1869 re-
quired five printing operations: basic design, green over-
lay, seal, serial numbers, and reverse. (In general, the
reverse was printed first). In 1874, the overlay was
eliminated and the seal was made smaller and simpler.
A smaller seal was undoubtedly easier to print and per-
mitted a significant cost savings at the printing source.
Jute fibers, but using a paler blue tint, were continued.
Also, in 1874, the designs of the backs of these notes
were changed to provide an open area on each for in-
spection of the fiber content of the paper. One specu-
lates at this point that the closed back design of 1869 did
not permit for adequate inspection of fiber content of
the paper once the note became well circulated; hence,
leading to the concept of an open space in the back de-
sign for this purpose. This concept was also continued
throughout the life of the currency series.

Beginning in the latter 1870's, counterfeits of the $5,
10 and 20 Legal Tender issues of 1874 and 1875 began
to appear. They did not pose the magnitude of prob-
lems, however, that counterfeit notes had produced ten
years before. With the elimination of the overlay and
the small seal, the counterfeiters again thought that they
had a chance at success. It may be that these circum-
stances led to the re-adoption of the large ornate spiked
seal (first used in 1869) on the currency issued during
the 1880's. Large spiked seals were used on Legal Tend-
er Notes, Gold Certificates, Silver Certificates and the
early Coin Notes generally issued from 1880 to the latter
part of 1890. The new National Currency issue which
appeared in 1882 used a different. but nevertheless, large
and fairly ornate seal.

Changes in Fiber and Tint

The First Charter National Bank Notes continued to
circulate in large quantities during this entire period.

Jute fiber paper with a blue tint was introduced to these
issues early in the 1870's and undoubtedly helped to dis-
courage further counterfeiting. To the dismay of the
Treasury Department, however, an extremely clever coun-
terfeit of the $100 National Bank Note, Series of 1875,
on the Pittsburgh National Bank of Commerce (Charter
668) appeared in which the jute fiber was very well
duplicated. As a result of this particular counterfeit is-
sue, jute fiber was abandoned.

The jute fiber and blue tint was replaced with a paper
usually containing two straight and parallel continuous
silk fibers across the note, one near the top and one near
the bottom, generally one red and one blue. A few thin
silk fibers about 1/, in. long were also scattered at ran-
dom throughout the paper, with only two to three appear-
ing in each note. This type of paper was used for all
issues of currency beginning about 1880. In circulation.
however, this paper tended to tear along the line of one
of the continuous silk fibers, and due to its lack of dura-
bility it was discontinued in about 1891.

The fiber pattern was then changed to two more or less
continuous bands of red and blue silk fibers running
down each side of the note from top to bottom. The
fiber density, however, was much lower than in the previ-
ous issues. This practice was followed without signifi-
cant change until discontinuation of the large currency
in 1929. Photographs at about 5X of the three types
of fibers are shown in Figure 5. Note the differences in
fiber density and coarseness as explained above.

Another issue to fall before the counterfeiters art was
the $2 Silver Certificate of 1886 bearing a portrait of
General Hancock. This note was well-copied, including
an exceptionally good duplication of the silk fiber paper
then in use. The note was "affectionately" known as the
Japanese counterfeit because of the silk fiber involve-
ment. Because of this counterfeiting episode, this $2
design was retired and replaced by the Windom note of
1891.

Brown Back Improvements

Let us consider again the status of the National Bank
Notes . . . while counterfeiting was reasonably well un-
der control, a new design of National Currency was de-
veloped to provide still greater protection for the issue.
This was the brown back series of 1882. Modifications
to this issue compared to the First Charter series in-
cluded a somewhat more ornate seal, but the chief im-
provement was the green-brown lathework overlay on the
reverse of the note. The large, intricately detailed
brown lathework pattern (produced very uniformly by
engraving machinery) was very difficult to copy by hand-
engraving. Even at this date, there were no good photo-
graphic means for engraving. although occasional, rela-
tively poor, photostat copies were attempted. As a coun-
terfeit-proof design, these brown backs were also ef-
fective. They were never well-counterfeited, although a
few bogus notes appeared. The most serious attempts
were on the $10 issues of the Third National Bank of
Cincinnati ( Charter 2730) and of the Germania National
Bank of New Orleans (Charter 1591).
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5b. (1880-1891)
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Fig. 5. Photographs at about 5x showing fiber content
of paper.

SE:ItiEt-i OF 1.9()1.
5c. (1891-1929)

Coin Note Design Changes

Another interesting design change was that of the Coin
Notes of 1890-91. The 1890 Series appeared with an
ornate, full reverse, extremely detailed and reminiscent
of the $10 issue of 1869. With the 1891 Series, the de-
signs of all of the backs were changed drastically to in-
clude large open areas, presumably to permit examina-
tion of fiber in the paper. Since the open back design
had been used on the Legal Tender issues since 1874, and
apparently with success, there is no obvious explanation
for the first adoption of the closed back design on the
1890 Coin Notes. It is evident, however, that the design
was quickly changed with the 1891 issue. The motiva-
tion for doing this is not really clear, since extensive
counterfeiting of the 1890 Coin Notes is not a recognized
historical fact. Perhaps the change was made in antici-
pation of a developing problem.

By the early 1890's, counterfeiting of U. S. currency
was rather well under control. Some of those real artists
who were caught in the 1870's were on the loose again
after serving their terms. They printed a few notes here
and there to keep themselves going. But the counterfeit-
ing heyday was over, at least the heyday of the engraver
who copied Uncle Sam's efforts by hand.

In this last decade of the 19th century, however, a new
technological threat to the Treasury Department crept
over the horizon . . . photo-engraving. The first note to
he effectively copied by this technique, in about 1898,
shook the Treasury Department so firmly that the entire
issue of that particular design was immediately recalled.
This was the first time in the history of our paper cur-
rency that such action was taken. Perhaps a separate
article may permit me to relay this story to PAPER MON-
EY readers.

Poorly-Inked Notes Resemble Counterfeits

One added bit of information is appropriate. Rec-
ognizing that the currency printed during this period
was done on hand presses using plates inked by hand.
considerable variation in quality is sometimes found.
Smudges, smears, and over-inked conditions were not
really uncommon. These conditions cause suspicion of
a counterfeit issue, when such is not really the case. If
a blotchy portrait were seen on today's currency, one
would correctly assume that a poor photo-engraving job
was responsible and that the note was counterfeit. In
the 19th century issue, however, faulty printing is the
more likely explanation. Figure 6a shows a portion of
the reverse of the $20 Legal Tender Note of 1878 com-
pared to a latter issue of the 1880 series, Figure 6b. Note
that the 1878 note appears somewhat crudely printed,
which might cause suspicion of being counterfeit. In
reality, this note is simply over-inked. The condition is
illustrative of problems encountered by the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing when they first took over the
printing of the backs of all the currency issues. The
green ink of the 1877-78 era simply handled differently
than the black ink to which they were accustomed, and
new techniques were to be acquired. As shown in Figure
6b, the latter issue is a much better reproduction. be-
cause of proper inking.
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Fig. 6a. Reverse of Legal Tender Note of 1878
showing over-inked condition. Fig. 6b. Reverse of Legal Tender Note of 1880, a

good impression.

Fig. 7a. Portrait of Jackson from $5 Legal Tender
Note showing over-inked condition. Fig. 7b. The same engraving as 7a, properly inked

and printed.



Paper MoneyWHOLE NO. 47 PAGE 127

Also worth considering are the two portraits of An-
drew Jackson shown in Figures 7a and 7b. Here again.
both are genuine, from series 1875 and 1878 notes. The
smudgey portrait, 7a, is simply the result of a heav ily
inked plate. In judging counterfeits today, the portrait
of Jackson would be considered as a poor photo-engrav-
ing job, and of course, counterfeit. In the hand-engrav-
ing era, however, the judge of a counterfeit is the uni-
formity or regularity of the lines of the background and
other features of the portrait. An attempt must he made
to see "through" the printing and evaluate the condition
of the plate which made the impression.

If any PAPER MONEY readers have currency from this
era that they would like to have authenticated, I would
be happy to examine it and give my opinion without
charge. I would expect the owners, however, to pay post-
age and registration each way.

Library Notes
New Acquisitions

Henceforth, as each new acquisition is reported here,
its library number under the new ANA-type system is
included. You may wish to keep your catalog up-to-date
by entering the new items in the appropriate category.

US90 Shaffer, Neil. A guidebook of modern United
S5 	 States currency. 6th ed. Racine, Wisc., Whit-

man. 160 p. illus.
(Gift of the author)

This latest edition of Neil Shafer's authoritative guide
is a marvel of compactness. In sturdy pocket-size, its
160 pages list even the Bureau's souvenir cards issued
for ANA conventions. The more conventional listings
include all U. S. paper money since 1929 as well as U. S.
Military Payment Certificates, with historical data, pro-
duction statistics and realistic valuations. The first 20
pages should not be overlooked; they contain a basic
training course in paper money lore from the COPE
process to the serial numbering system. Shafer and his
publisher. Whitman, do not use a numbering system to
compound the existing confusion of numbers "inasmuch
as the modern notes are clearly marked and cannot he
mistaken for others of different types of years." Instead,
a space for checklisting has been provided.
UA50 Narbeth, Colin. Collecting paper money, a begin-
N1	 ner's guide. Chicago, Regnery, 1973. 134 p.

illus.
(Gift of the publisher)

This is the 1973 "American" edition of a work first
published in England under the same title in 1968. The
two editions vary only slightly; the most notable differ-
ence is in Appendix I , which in the 1968 edition is en-
titled "Studying the Issues of a Bank," while in the 1973
version it is entitled "Studying the Issues of Early Amer-
ica.

True to its subtitle, this attractive, hardbound begin-
ner's guide has chapters on the beginnings of paper mon-
ey; collecting; research; early paper money; British,
Russian, Chinese and American paper money; stamps

used as paper money; World War II and modern is-
sues; and counterfeiting, plus a useful glossary.

The author is well known in British numismatic and
philatelic circles as a hobby journalist and founder of the
International Bank Note Society.

Change in Librarian
Important Notice!

Wendell Wolka Assumes New Duties

Effective at once, address all requests for library
materials to the new Librarian, Wendell Wolka, P. 0.
Box 366. Hinsdale, Illinois 60521. He now has physical
possession of the library and is ready to serve you.

Do not address any more requests to the Editor.
However, please continue to send all review copies and
donations to her for processing and reporting in our
magazine, after which they will be placed in Mr. Wolka's
custody.

Remember, the new address for the Librarian is:
Wendell Wolka, P. 0. Box 366, Hinsdale, IL 60521

Kossuth Note Printed in Britain

The British magazine Coin Monthly recently printed a
letter from a reader in Australia regarding a supposedly
rare type Kossuth Hungarian note. The letter read:

"I have in my possession a one florin banknote that was
printed for Kossuth, who was Minister of Finance in the
Hungarian Government of 1848. When a dispute arose,
he declared the independence of Hungary and took
government into his own hands.

"In preparation for a re-entry into Hungary, Kossuth
placed an order with a firm of lithographers in London,
Day & Son of Gate Street, to print one florin notes to the
value of 100,000,000 kronen; all of which were to bear his
signature and were to be redeemable when Hungary was
granted independence.

"During printing, a specimen of one of the notes found
its way into the hands of the Austrian Embassy in Lon-
don. As a result, they requested that the printers be
charged with forgery. Their request was, however, re-
fused because of lack of evidence.

"Finally the matter was brought before the Civil Courts
and the Austrian Emperor (who was entitled to issue
banknotes) charged Kossuth with forgery. The courts
agreed and ordered the banknotes to be destroyed.

"This was done by a Company of Foot Guards early
one morning; the notes being taken away and burnt.

"At this time my grandfather was foreman lithographer
at Day & Son, and, as was his right, obtained two perfect
copies of the banknotes following printing.

"I am now in possession of one of these banknotes and
am wondering whether (having such an interesting his-
tory and being rare) the note is valuable? Perhaps one
of your readers may be interested in purchasing it from
me?"

The note has no pictorial vignettes. The number "1"
is enclosed in identical circular lathework counters at top
and sides, with the denomination spelled out in four
languages. Aside from the central inscription and serial
numbers, only the signature of Kossuth adorns the ob-
verse.
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