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The Obsolete Bank Note Shopper's
Buying Guide to Genuine Notes

by C. John Ferreri

After having been "in the market" for obsolete bank
notes for about nine years I have come to realize that
something should be said or written about the authenticity
of many of the obsolete notes that are currently on the
market.

With this in mind I would like to put forth some of my
opinions, judgements and evaluations. Authenticity being
somewhat of a controversial subject in this field, I hope no
one feels that I have an axe to grind or am writing a sour
grapes article. What has finally prodded me into writing this
is the large development in the past two or three years of a
new and large group of syngraphists who have chosen to
make the obsolete bank note field their specialty. Many of
the newcomers have neither the knowledge nor experience
in the field to be able to differentiate authentic bank notes
from others.

When a bank note shopper steps up to the table of a
paper money dealer to view the perhaps hundreds of
selections he can safely assume that up to 30% of the notes
he will look at will not be authentic as purported by the
inscriptions on the notes. At this point I want to clarify one
thing; so please read carefully! I do not mean that 30% of
these notes are recent productions put into stock by the

dealer for the sole purpose of increasing his profit margin.
What I do mean is—for example: collector Durand who
perhaps is searching for a note from a particular bank to
round out his collection comes upon a specimen he believes
should fit the bill. Before he consumates the transaction he
should give some thought to whether the note could be
altered in name from another bank, could be spurious,
could be a counterfeit, could be a recent reproduction,
could be a raised denomination note or could be a reprint.

These are the topics I have chosen to discuss. I know
some of you will disagree and I may not be 100% correct in
my judgements, but if you disagree please write the
editor and tell us all about it. This certainly is a subject that
should be discussed!

Altered Notes:
Perhaps the easiest way for an 18th Century

counterfeiter to turn a profit was to alter a note from a
closed or insolvent bank to that of a sound institution and
try to circulate it as such. A close examination of an altered
note would most likely show that the name of the bank
and/or town and state have been changed. If this is the case
the quality of these elements would usually be inferior to
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Above: The original note as it was issued from the
Southern Bank of Bainbridge. Below: The same note after
it was altered to the Bank of Litchfield County. When
checking for alterations look for small remnants of ink

from the previous bank title between the letters of the new
title. Also a check of the reverse may reveal a thinness in
the paper in the area behind the bank title.

that of the rest of the note. In some cases some of the ink
from the previous title may still be there between the
letters. Very often if you turn the note over and hold it up
to medium strength light you can see where the paper was
worn thin in the oblong space alloted to the title of the
bank. This occured when trying to erase or eradicate the
previous title on the banknote.

A quick check of the vignettes might also in this case
reveal something as bizarre as a Georgia state seal on a
purported Connecticut or Vermont note. A sure sign of an
alteration! Many times altered and counterfeit notes have
been purposely dirtied to hide the evidence of alteration or
bad workmanship. Having a copy or reprint of one or more
of the various counterfeit detectors that were available
during the 1800s is a great asset to the obsolete bank note
collector as many of the alterations are described therein.

Often the copper of steel note printing plates which the

banks sometimes had in their possession fell into the hands
of counterfeiters who then could alter the actual plates.
Many times when these early banks folded; their assets,
including the plates, were auctioned off. Once obtained, the
counterfeiter could then change the name right on the plate
and print all the notes he thought he could pass. This is a
good example of what happened to some plates of Michigan
Banks. They were altered to the banks of Rhode Island and
Massachusetts. The denominations were unusual in that
they were $1.25, $1.50 and $1.75. These notes from
altered plates are eagerly sought after today and command
fairly high prices.

Spurious Notes:
Spurious notes could be alterations or engravings of

notes on banks that never existed. These banks were
figments of the countefeiter's imagination. It must have
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Many spurious notes (no such bank) like this one
pictured were executed quite professionally. The different
dies used for the vignettes on this note appear on other
spurious notes also. Counterfeit detectors were of
invaluable help in isolating these notes during their period
of issue.

been quite a challenge to pass a note from a bank that never
was. Many spurious notes bear similar die impressions
leading me to believe that there was an underground market
for counterfeit plates from one part of the country to
another.

Raised Notes:
Occasionally some enterprising individual would try to

increase the value of his money by actually increasing the
denomination of the bank note. Usually notes of the one
dollar denomination were used. These were doctored up by
the pasting on of a higher denomination impression taken
from a different note. At a glance the note would appear to
be of a higher denomination. Some of these were skilfully

done and circulated for quite some time. Raised notes also
are found to be intentionally dirtied in order to mask the
denomination change.

Recent Reproductions:
This is probably the most dangerous form of

un-authentic note confronting the collector today.
Dangerous in that many hard earned collector dollars are
being wasted on these worthless lithographed or photo-
graphed renditions of an original note. This is truly where
the rape of the hobby is at. Photography being as advanced
as it is today easily becomes an integral step of banknote
reproduction. Here the collector must rely on both
knowledge of photography and its limitations and
differences of authentic banknote paper and paper which

A raised denomination note. Originally a one dollar
note, the arrows point out where someone skillfully
inserted the round dies cut from some other note and
pasted the words 'five dollars' over the words 'one dollar'.
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Pictured below is a recent (within the past 50 years)
reproduction. Aside form the fact that the vignettes show
no depth and the ink is murky there is one other telltale
marking on the note. A surcharge is pointed out that
evidently refers to a patented overprinting process whereby
an anti-photographic ink was used on a lacework overlay

such as on the note above. Evidently this anti-
counterfeiting devise worked as the photo or lithograph
failed to pick up the green overlay. Today's modern
photcgraphic techniques were able to pick up the green
everlay on the above note.

although is similar and available today is not the same.

Reprinting a note using a photographic or lithographic
process leaves much to be desired in the areas of the
lathework. The reproduced lathework under examination
with a glass appears murky and flat with no depth as would
be found on an original note. A bank note company would
not use a plate that would produce such an inferior note.
These companies were proud of their work and would not
release into circulation bad examples of their craft. They
were in business for profit and bad advertising is not an
asset.

The paper used for bank notes of the 1800s was

different from what is available today. The method of
manufacture was different and not as modern.
Consequently, the finished product when viewed under a
magnifying glass appears different from simlar, but recently
produced, paper. Under magnification authentic obsolete
bank note paper appears rough, with the fibers often
bunched up and impurities are often present. Scanning the
edge of the paper a good amount of fiber is seen sticking
out. With recently made paper the fiber is noticeably
shorter and there are almost no bunches of fiber present.
Maybe the best way to describe it would be to say that it
appears to be of homogenized quality, with fibers evenly
spread as the result of modern technology.
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Counterfeit notes are imitations of authentic notes.
Because the counterfeiter was not as skilled as the engraver
his work was inferior. The central vignettes match up rather

closely but if you compare the art work on the four faces
of the genuine note above with that of the counterfeit
below I am sure you will be able to see the difference.

Countefeit Notes:
Counterfeits or contemporary engraved reproductions

were also quite prevalent during this period. They were
usually hand engraved and quite accurately resembled the
authentic issues. On close examination though, the
shortcomings of free hand engraving as compared to
machine engraving on certain parts of the notes were self-
eficent. Even in the areas of anatomical engraving the
counterfeiter was usually no match for the skilled engraver
who had the best tools to work with and could darn near
put life into his portraits. The portraits on counterfeit bills
are at best flat, and more likely murky, in appearance. In
comparing a genuine note with a counterfeit, the difference
in depth, clarity and precision certainly stand out.

Reprints:
By reprints I mean notes that have been prolonged more

or less recently from the original plates that some banks,
historical societies or individuals now possess.

On occasion banks or historical societies have seen fit to
print copies of authentic notes for souvenirs or public
relation projects. Many of these reprints bear the word
COPY on the reverse but many do not. Most of these are
done quite well and it is hard to distinguish them from the
original notes. However, if you are familiar with the
differences in the types of paper or cardboard today as
opposed to what was available 125 years ago you should be
able to at least isolate a suspect note. Quite often
lightweight cardboard is used for reprinted notes of proof
quality.

The more than a century of aging that bank note plates
have undergone has in almost all cases left telltale blemishes
that are evident on the reprinted notes. Often pitting on the
plate will show up as specks or dots of ink in the field of
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Having a hard time deciding if your Perkins Plate note is
authentic or counterfeit? A quick check in one area of the
note may give you a solid clue.

The note above is genuine, the note below a countefeit.

Compare the almost triangular areas. On the genuine, at the
pointer the edge will appear roughly cut whereas on the
counterfeit thei side to the triangle will be a solid
continuous line. Under a glass this is eery evident.

the reprint. Scratches also very often show up. Originally
these minor blemishes were polished away by the engravers
before the notes were printed.

The best method of detecting reprints is to compare the
suspect note with one of known authenticity. In most
instances, however, this will not be possible so you will
again have to reply on your knowledge of printing materials
and the processes used.

Whereas this article does not cover the field of
unauthentic issues 100%, I am sure it touches on the greater
portion of possible problems the collector should encounter
and hopefully will function to serve, rather than confuse,
him. I also hope it doesn't discourage would-be collectors
of obsolete currency. The intent is to make the collector
aware of some of the obstacles in this field, as minor or
major as they may be, so he might be better suited to make
a decision regarding authenticity of certain bank notes he
may come upon.

PAPER MONEY COLLECTORS OF MICHIGAN

On November 26, 1977 the PMCM held their
semi-annual meeting at the Hyatt Regency Dearborn during
the 1977 Michigan State Numismatic Fall Show. New
officers were elected as follows: President, W.C. Anspach;
Vice-Presidents, Nelson P. Aspen, and Mike Crabb Jr.;
Secretary-Treasurer, Yvonne Ryder. Michigan Board
Members: Max Brail, Douglas D. Murry, Joseph J. Newman,
David Prentice, and Robert G. Ryder. Out of State Board
Members: Nathan Goldstein, Peter Huntoon, Frank A.
Nowak and Ed. Zegers. Honorary Board Members: P.H.
(Jim) Frans, Ralph Hinkle, and Ralph P. Werve. Editor,
Robert G. Ryder.

The next meeting will be held at the Michigan State
Numismatic Spring Show on June 17, 1978 at the Hilton
Inn Kalamazoo Center.
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