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INDISCRIMINATE FACE AND BACK PRINTING
OF LEGAL TENDER NOTES

by Gene Hessler
NLG

In October, 1863, when the Civil War was at mid-point,
the National and American Bank Note Companies were
printing legal tender notes at a rapid pace, perhaps even in
anticipation, to keep up with the orders from the Treasury
Department.

After receiving a report dated October 3, 1863, from
Chief of the National Currency Bureau S.M. Clark,
Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase wrote to both
bank note companies on October 5, chastising them for
printing notes which had not yet been authorized. There
could have been a misunderstanding which was redressed in
correspondence that has since been lost. I base this
assumption on Clark's closing remark in his report, that an
additional amount of $12,570,480 "could be issued." This
statement suggests that this additional amount could be
issued without exceeding the amount authorized by law,
which Secretary Chase reprimands both bank note
companies about his his letters.

S.M. Clark's report to Chase was a statement of
aggregate impressions and amounts of legal tender notes (on
hand) at the American and National Bank Note Companies,
as follows:

National Bank Note Co.
Denominations Impressions No. of Notes Amount

i s 290,426 1,161,704 1,161,704
2 s 262,037 1,048,148 2,096,296
5 s 230,471 921,884 4,609,420

lO s 208,716 834,864 8,348,640
20 s 51,266 205,064 4,101,280
SO S 17,626 70,504 3,525,200

100 s 7,360 29,440 2,944,000
500 s 3,207 12,828 6,414,000

1000 s 4,476 17,904 17,904,000

851,104,540

Additional "Could Be Issued"
AMERICAN BANK NOTE CO.

los 	 2,000,000
20s 	 4 101,280
50 s 	 3,525,200

loos 	 2 944,000

$12,570,480

Both letters to the two bank note companies, written by
Secretary Chase were dated October 5, 1863, and were
substantially the same. To Mr. F. Shepherd, President of

the National Bank Note Company:
"I am in receipt of yours of the 2nd inst. with 'a

statement of the unfinished impressions of U.S. Notes on
hand' amounting in the aggregate to $16,914,136.

No record appears to exist in this Department or any
order for these Notes, and I do not understand why they
have been prepared, when their issue would exceed the
amount authorized by law. I will thank you to advise me,
(if they were prepared under authority,) of the date of that
authority.

Meanwhile you may immediately complete all the 50 5

and 100 5 which are partly preapred viz. 17,626 Imps. of
505 and 7360 Imps. of 100 5 .

You will also finish immediately the remainder of the
31st series and the whole of the 32nd series of 10 5 , being
26000 Impressions."

To Mr. G.W. Hatch, President of .the American Bank
Note Company: "I am in receipt of yours of the 2nd inst.
with 'a statement of the unfinished impressions of U.S.
Notes on hand' amounting in the aggregate to
$34,190,404." The second paragraph of this letter is
exactly the same as the letter above. Secretary Chase
completes the letter with this last statement. "Meanwhile
you may immediately complete all the unfinished
Impressions of 205 viz: 51,266 Impressions amounting to
$4,101,280."

You will notice that the two figures mentioned in the
letters, $16,914,136 and $34,190,404 equal the total of
aggregate impressions (on hand) at both companies which
include those denominations Secretary Chase said may be
immediately completed. I was able to ascertain that the
remaining $10 notes mentioned in the letter to the National
Bank Note Company were delivered to the Bureau on the
following dates: Series 31, October 20 and Series 32,
October 21, 1863.

Before moving to another written communique, it is
interesting to note that on Jan. 3, 1864, $449,338,902 in
legal tender notes was outstanding. This figure was just
short of the total amount of $450,000,000 which had been
authorized by the acts of February 25 and June 11, 1862
and March 3, 1863.

Six months after the largest amount of legal tender notes
was outstanding as mentioned above, a report which at first
may seem to have no relationship whatsoever to what has
been written thus far was written by S.M. Clark. In this
report to Treasurer F. E. Spinner, Clark refers to one Mr.
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Bliss who upon receiving a $1 legal tender note with a blank
back and a missing seal, inquired of the National Currency
Chief, how this oddity had occurred.

Here is Mr. Clark's report: "This note ($1) has been
subjected to all the chemical tests known to experts and
they fail to produce any evidence that the fibre of the
paper on the back has ever been impregnated with any
color, and the same result was reached in searching for any
trace of color where the seal should be.

It is, of course impossible to prove that the back has not
been printed, but the inference from the experiments, and
the belief of experts is, that it has not been printed.

The assertion of Mr. Bliss that the Backs of Notes are
printed first is not true in all cases.

There is a file in this office, a statement by the National
Bank Note Company of the number of unfinished
impressions of $2 s on hand 31 October 1863 as follows:
8000 Imp(ressions) of tints; 231237 Imp(ressions) of
Backs; 22800 Imp(ressions) of Faces; showing that they
had printed indiscriminately Backs or Faces first." The
three figures for tints, backs and face's totals 262,037, the
precise figure for $2 notes on the list of October 3. It
would therefore be reasonable to assume that if one
denomination were "indiscriminately" printed by the
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National Bank Note Company, other denominations were
printed the same way. One can see how a note,
incompletely printed, might go undetected.

To the best of my knowledge, no 1862 legal tender
notes with blank backs of any denomination have been
recorded. One would assume that if any such notes were
delivered to a bank, and noticed, they would have been
returned to the Treasury. If a note with incomplete printing
had been handed to a bank customer, it most certainly
would have been handed back, if noticed, as a suspected
counterfeit. Error collectors were not born yet.

With the quantity of paper money the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing produces today, can you imagine
how many more error notes we might find if faces and
backs were printed indiscriminately? A variety of errors do
escape from the Bureau today, even though personnel are
trained and machines programmed to stop imperfect notes
from continuing on through the printing and bundling
process. But, no machine nor person is perfect.

I do wonder, however, how many error and incomplete
notes (from those printed in 1863 by the two companies)
did enter circulation, if both companies followed the
system of indiscriminate face and back printing, as
acknowledged by the National Bank Note Company.

Auction
fiction::

MARGINAL NOTE

The top note from the first sheet of $5 Brown Back
Nationals issued by The Sullivan County N.B. of Liberty
(N.Y.)—with the top of the sheet intact just as it was cut by
the bankers—sold for $1,015 in the Hickman & Oakes mail
sale of National Currency. Besides being a serial number 1
note, the Fed signatures on the piece were the very rare
Rosecrans-Morgan.

BURIED TREASURE
According to the last Hickman & Oakes mail sale

catalog, a 1902 $5 offered in the auction from The First
N.B. of Flagstaff (Ariz.) was found buried in a can in a
grubstake at Snowflake, Ariz. Just barely making a grade of
good, and estimated at $175, the top bid for the piece was
$253.

GOOD NOTE, GREAT NAME
Although grading only good, a 1902 $10 National Bank

Note from New Jersey's The Peapack-Gladstone N.B. sold
for $172.70 against a $100 estimate in the Hickman &
Oakes mail sale.
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