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Development of the Spinney. Signature
By BRENT H. HUGHES

SPMC #7

T HE world of numismatics has had its share of
characters and personalities over the years, all of
whom left their mark of one kind or another.

Among paper money collectors one individual stands
out in both the charm of his personality and the distinc-
tion of his signature. He is fondly remembered today
as "the father of fractional currency," the man who
delighted in closing his many letters with "your obedient
servant, F. E. Spinner."

His famous signature has fascinated people for over
a century. It symbolizes the spirit of a time when the
schoolmarm insisted upon strict attention to the teaching
of "readin'. writin' and 'rithmetic," when the graceful
curves of Spencerian script were seen on every black-
board, and every businessman expected every employee
to write a "good hand." As a result, today's collector
finds in every box of old documents a wealth of beautiful
handwriting with signatures rendered with a flourish
rarely encountered in the modern business world.

But even among his countemporaries, Francis Spinner's
signature stood out. So unique was his autograph that
two reporters from Scribner's Monthly in 1873 delighted
in watching him sign his name with his unusual pen,
which they described as "of peculiar construction, and
has three points, . . . the ink used has the thickness and
consistency of mud and the blackness of Egyptian dark-
ness, and is piled up on the paper to a height of which
we would be incredulous had we never seen it, arid
which, having been seen. renders us more ink-credulous
(sic) still."

The female member of the reporter team had examined
Spinner's portrait on the third issue fifty-cent fractional
currency note and found that it did not do him justice.
She stated, "There is an expression of honesty and open-
ness of nature about his homely features, and a twinkle of
humor in the eye, which the artist has failed to re-
produce, and which render the face, like Lincoln's fine
and genial. and far from unpleasing. A grizzly mus-
tache, cut unreasonably short at the corners of the month,
does not help to supply the lack of beauty in the features.
The wide, determined mouth, and the square, heavy
chin, suggest the irreverent idea that personal appear-
ance, no less than watchful care, of the nation's treasure,
have led to the bestowal of the sobriquet of 'Watchdog
of the Treasury' by which the faithful Treasurer is so,
well known."

Development of the Man

A study of the famous autograph shows that it deve-
loped, even as yours and mine, over a period of years
with many variations. To trace this development, some
biographical material is in order.

Francis Elias Spinner was born on January 21, 1802,
the first-born of John Peter Spinner and Mary Magdalene
Bruement Spinner. The year before his birth, his

Photographic enlargement of the engraved portrait of
Francis E. Spinner used on the Third Issue 50c fractional
currency note (Friedberg 1324 through 1338). It is this
portrait that many modern writers mistakenly view as
illegally used since Spinner was living at the time the
note appeared. The law banning such use stated, ". . .
no portrait or likeness of any living person hereafter
engraved, shall be place upon any of the bonds, securi-
ties, notes, Fractional or Postal Currency of the United
States." The key words are "hereafter engraved"; since
this act was dated April 7, 1866, any note engraved
prior to that date could be legally issued. The Third
General Issue was provided by the Act of June 30, 1864
with notes being issued from December 5, 1864 to Au-
gust 16, 1869. Thus the statement that the portrait of
Spencer M. Clark on the 5c note, William Pitt Fessenden
on the 25c note, and Spinner on the 50c note were used

illegally is incorrect.

parents had emigrated from Baden, Germany where his
father had been a Catholic priest before embracing
Protestantism and marrying. In this country his father
became pastor at the old Fort Herkimer Church at Ger-
man Flats (later Mohawk) in New York state. He was
to remain at this church for the next 40 years.

As was the custom at the time, young Francis was
apprenticed, first to a candy maker in Albany and later
to a saddler in Amsterdam, N. Y. At age 22. Francis
returned to Herkimer where he opened a small store.
Two years later, he married Caroline Caswell. Some-
how he became interested in the military and took an
active part in the State Militia, which was climaxed in
1834 when he achieved the rank of Major General of
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the Third Artillery Division. Two signatures from
documents signed during his military career have sur-
vived and are illustrated in our chart. It was in his
military work that Spinner first demonstrated the organi-
zational abilities that would serve him well in later
years. He was tireless in his efforts to bring industry
to his town, and the development of the Mohawk Valley
was due largely to his influence.

As a young man he was appointed Deputy Sheriff and
later was elected Sheriff of Herkimer County. In this
office he became involved in some kind of incident in
which his signature was forged, one possibility being the
fraudulent release of a prisoner. One old record states
that as a result of this incident Spinner "perfected" his
signature to make it more difficult "for counterfeiters."
This apparently consisted of adding flourishes and broad
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Photograph of engraved portrait of Francis E. Spinner,
Treasurer of the U. S., 1861-1875.

U. S. Fractional Currency varieties showing two printed
signatures of Spinner. Minor variations are present, but
the general configuration is more or less standardized.

U. S. Fractional Currency varieties showing autographs
of Spinner. Such notes were personally signed by the
Register and Treasurer for presentation to Congressmen

and other dignitaries.

Photograph of Treasury Department official envelope bearing handwritten frank
of F. E. Spinner, Treasurer, addressed to M. D. Phillips, Esqr., Henrietta, N. Y.
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therefore worthless, the sign,atares being forged.
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Check of the Mohawk Valley Bank, Mohawk, New York, 1853, bearing signature of F. E. Spinner
as cashier.

Photograph of printed Treasury Department form advising citizen that a note submitted for redemp-
tion was worthless. Note the short concise language used, a feature missing from so many govern-

ment form today.
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Photograph of letter entirely hand-written by E. F. Spinner: "Treasury of the
United States, Washington, March 5, 1869. Dear Sir:—In response to your note of
the 3rd instant I would answer that country where every citizen is the political
peer of every other citizen—the adoption of the 15th article of the Constitution
will go a long way in the right direction. Very respectfully yours, F. E. Spinner.
John N. Scouller, Esq., Philadelphia, Pa." The 15th Amendment referred to deals
with the right to vote by any U. S. citizen regardless of race, color, or previous

condition of servitude.

strokes toto the capital letters. Hours of practice are
necessary to consistently achieve a smooth flow with
the pen point needed for such strokes, and Spinner be-
came an expert.

In 1839, Spinner joined some other local businessmen
in founding the Mohawk Valley Bank, an institution
which he served for the next 16 years as cashier, director
and finally president. During this time his signature
acquired a certain uniformity, and we are fortunate that
many checks signed by Spinner still survive today. In
fact, most collectors of checks today regard the Spinner
item as a most interesting part of their treasures.

Inevitably Spinner moved toward national politics and
service in Washington. In 1854. he was elected to Con-
gress as a Free-Soil Democrat, a party which had been
formed in 1848 in a dispute over slavery in the newly-
formed states. The Free-Soilers and Northern Whigs
formed the nucleus of the Republican Party when it was
established in 1854. Spinner was re-elected twice but
declined the nomination in 1860, apparently intending
to return to his beloved bank.

Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln's Secretary of the Treasury,
had other plans for Spinner, however, and on March
4, 1861. he was appointed Treasurer of the United



Treasurer of the United States.
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Photograph of a cover letter bearing hand-written signature of Francis E. Spinner. The letter asks
the payee to sign and return a receipt for the enclosed check, and to cash it without delay. Note

that Spinner felt inclined to fill all the available space with a large, exuberant signature.

States. The famous autograph would soon be known
all over the world, for the approaching Civil War meant
that the U. S. Government would be forced for the first
time to issue paper money. Spinner's signature would
appear on the first issues and on a multitude of Treasury
Department documents.

Spinner faced great difficulties in operating the Trea-
surer's office during the war. His staff was continually
depleted by the military draft. He solved the problem
in a novel fashion he hired women. This immediately
brought on a political flap in Congress where all kinds
of charges were w oiced that these women engaged in

"immoral activities" while on duty, especially on the
night shift. Throughout the turmoil Spinner staunchly
defended his employees and eventually the so-called
scandal died out. In his annual report for 1864, the
Treasurer paid his "Treasury girls" a great compliment:
"But for the employment of females, whose compensation
is low, and in most cases too low, it would have been
impossible to have carried on the business of the office
with the compensation allowed." His continual battle
for better wages and working conditions for his staff
brought him great respect, and his obvious ability kept
him in office until 1875.
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Photograph of letter entirely hand-written by F. E.
Spinner: "Jacksonville, Fla., May 26, 1876. Dear Sir:
Your letter of the 20th instant, by you directed to my
address at Utica, was from there forwarded to my
home at Mohawk, and from there to me here, where I
spend my winters.—The request therein preferred has
been complied with. Very respectfully yours, F. E.

Spinner. Mr. Louis R. Mengh, Newark, N. J."

The Spinner signature underwent minor changes, pri-
marily in the large flourishes, to fit it to currency de-
sign limitations. He continued to sign many documents
at the Treasury and the signature became more or less
standardized. To the end of his career in Washington
he took time to personally greet visitors and willingly
signed a variety of items that were offered. If Spinner
were living today, most commentators would probably
say that he had "charisma," the personal magnetism
that great men have that separates them from the usual
run of mankind.

Upon retirement he moved to Florida where he re-
mained active for another 15 years. As he aged, the
famous autograph became more and more erratic, finally
becoming almost illegible just before his death. Cut
down by cancer, he passed away on December 31, 1890
at the home of his daughter, Mrs. James Schumacher,
wife of the president of the First National Bank of
Jacksonville. His unique signature lives on, as fascinat-
ing today as it was a century ago.

The chart shown herein is based on one compiled by
Herman K. Crofoot, an early collector of Spinner
material, with additions from the author's collection.
Much of the Crofoot collection is now housed at the
Smithsonian Institution, but enough other Spinner docu-
ments are still available even today to make the search
interesting.

First. National in Dakota

(From Page 232)

"Let us climb the great granite steps and enter its
marble palaces of gold and greenbacks. First we will
try to find our way to the office of the comptroller of the
currency, to ascertain what he can do for us in the way
of starting a national bank in Dakota. We pass between
marble pillars standing as thick and large as forest trees,
until we find at the entrance a one-legged messenger
who points us up a broad, gas-lighted and steam heated
hall, as long as a whole block of lots in Yankton. We
pass on, witnessing scores of clerks at work in the long
line of rooms that open upon either hand, until we
reach the other end. Here we inquire of another mess-
enger, one-armed this time, who directs us up the iron
stairs to the next floor, and here we are met by a little
old Irishman, with an eye shot out by a rebel bullet,
who points us down another long passage, to the comp-
troller's room. On we go, passing, as before, hundreds
of clerks busily engaged in the rooms that open to the
right and left. We find the comptroller attentively
engaged signing his name to papers and a female clerk
beside him 'blotting' his signatures, and withdrawing
the manuscripts.

"He turns to us for a moment, and says that he has
awarded to Dakota $100.000 of the national currency,
but that the parties whom he had authorized last summer
to subscribe for the bank stock have thus far failed
to deposit the required security before the issue of notes
can be authorized. We then filed the application of
forty merchants of Yankton, who agree to deposit the
bonds in thirty days, if a charter be given them for the
First National Bank of Dakota. He takes the paper,
reads it and requests us to call to-morrow. We bow and
retire, and walk down the long aisle past the multitude
of rooms where are flying the lightning fingers and
flexible tongues of five hundred female clerks who are
counting, cutting, trimming, packing and making, bright,
new, laughing greenbacks. If a man can ever believe
with Shakespeare, the 'money is worthless trash,' he
will believe it here, where the stuff is handled and
packed by young girls as freely and abundantly as new
mown hay. But we must begin to get out of this great
cave of the national finances. There are too many
ladies and greenbacks here for the safety of a Western
man, so we begin to descend again the heavy iron stair-
ways to the marble gold rooms, where we witness a
number of male clerks standing and counting, by the
wagon load, filthy lucre, with a rapidity truly astonish-
ing. . . ."

(Concluded on Page 247)
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