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Paper Money

Fig. 1. Counterfeit (top)• genuine (bottom). 	 Fig. 2. Counterfeit (top); genuine (bottom).

A FIFTY CENT ny erry v avra

COUNTERFEIT
One would hardly think that the counterfeiting of a 50i

denomination of our currency would be profitable. This
would not have been true during the Civil War era. In
those days of turmoil and strife, 50i was a good bit of
pocket change somewhat comparable to the purchasing
of a saw-buck in present times. The practice of
counterfeiting Fractional Currency from the Sot
denomination to the 50i denomination (with the 10i,
and 25i in between) was quite a widespread problem. Yes,
I said 5e

Fractional Currency was first issued in August of 1862.
Engraved on these first issue notes were facsimiles of
contemporary U.S. postage stamps or multiples thereof
depending on the denomination of the note. The design
was fairly simple, making counterfeiting of this issue not
extremely hard for a middling engraver. In October of
1863, a new design was released. Instead of a postage
stamp centered in the middle of the note, a portrait of
Washington was incorporated and quite a bit more
delicate engraving was used, along with a large bronze-
colored oval placed around the portrait on the obverse of
the note, and on some varieties, bronze surcharges placed

in the corners of the reverse. This bronzing was done to
thwart counterfeiters, as this coloring and also the
method of placing it on the note should have been quite
difficult to duplicate. On some of the notes, a new "fibre"
paper was tried. This paper was much heavier and coarser
than the standard bank note paper then used and had
tiny silk threads in it, which could be seen with the naked
eye. Well, it wasn't very long before counterfeits began to
circulate, some of which were very poor, and others which
were unbelievably good.

The third issue of Fractional Currency was released for
circulation in December of 1864. Again, all of the
engraving was changed, but this time, each denomination
had its own distinctive design instead of being uniform
with the rest of the issue. Various portraits, bronzing and
surcharges were used. A 3i denomination was issued,
which was smaller in size than all previous issues, and the
254 and 50é denominations were increased in length
approximately 30%. Again, "fibre" paper was used on
some of the notes but only on the 25i and 50st
denominations. At this time, the signatures of the
Treasurer and Register of the Treasury were added on all
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Fig. 3. Genuine (top); counterfeit (bottom).

but the 34i note. The third issue was replaced by the
fourth issue in July of 1869. The 3i denomination was
dropped and a new 15i issued. Fibre paper was used for
all notes issued, and Treasury officials' signatures were
added as well as the Treasury seal.

During the period of the fourth issue, counterfeiting
problems began to recede. The public began to scrutinize
more closely the engraving of these notes and also the
paper on which they were printed. Using a paper with
colored silk threads that would really stand out seemed to
be a key factor in having a currency that would be quite
difficult to duplicate. By this time, the Treasury
Department was using this type of paper for all of their
current Legal Tender notes with great success. The fifth
and final issue was released on February of 1874. Only the
104 25., and 50é denominations were issued.
Appropriations for printing Fractional Currency were
exhausted with this issue and no further funds were
provided for this purpose. The fifth issue ended in
February of 1876. Hard change was now freely
circulating and there was no further need for small paper
Fractional Currency.

The note illustrated here (Fig. 1) is a Friedberg #1335.
It is an extremely well done counterfeit. The black
printing on the obverse, the green printing on the reverse,
and most unusually the bronze overprinting both on the
obverse and the reverse are remarkably good. The colors
are almost identical to the genuine. The first noticeable
flaw is in the "FIFTY" bronze overprint closest to the
portrait. The lettering is not filled in as on the genuine
note, but all other detail is fairly accurate. Only on close
examination (3X) does the portrait show heavy, uneven

lines, especially around the eyes and hair. On the reverse
(Fig. 2), the engraving is not as well done. The color is
darker, and the lines appear heavy and blotched in some
areas. Under higher magnification (10X), some of the
finer details are missing, especially along the very top
and bottom borders and in the ovals containing the 50. It
seems unusual that the engraver include the surcharge A-
2-6-5 consisting of small bronze overprint numbers near
the ovals. In this series of notes (#1324-#1338, third issue,
Spinner) and Friedberg #1331 does not even have this
bronze overprint. It seems that the engraver either didn't
know this, or that he really liked his work. The
counterfeit note is also longer (Fig. 3) and shorter in
height (Fig. 4). The note is printed on a thinner paper than
any used for other issues, but still of high quality.

Quite a few counterfeit Fractional Currency notes are
still in existence. During the time that they were
circulating, bogus note were not confiscated in most
instances. These notes were marked in pen or rubber-
stamped "BAD", "COUNTERFEIT", "NO GOOD", etc.
and returned to the owner. The Secret Service still frowns
on keeping these notes or collecting them, as they are still
legal tender and redeemable as such, although they were
issued over a century ago. These notes are a rarity in their
own right, though. There are the lower denominations
which are truly scarce. Higher grade notes are also
scarce, as the counterfeiter in many cases would try to
"pre-circulate" his work before passing it; that is, soil,
fold and crease the notes. The most counterfeited notes
seem to be the 50i denominations, with the third issue 254:6
being one of the commonest. Very few if any fifth issue
counterfeits are known.

Fig. 4. Counterfeit (right); genuine (left).
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