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The U.S. Postal Currency Story

POSTAGE DUE
By Tom Knebl

It was 1862. The United States was in the midst of the
Civil War, and the outcome was not at all certan. As in
any period of economic uncertainty, coinage with any in-
trinsic value quickly disappeared from circulation. Small
change became extremely scarce as gold and silver coins
were rapidly hoarded by the populace. As a result, busi-
ness was unable to find exchange for small transactions
and change had to be given in "trade". Nothing was avail-
able except irredeemable tokens and private scrip. Post-
age stamps were used to fill the void, but runs on the local
post offices soon exhausted the supply. In addition, the
stamps wore rapidly and became sticky and dirty. John
Gault invented a method of encasing stamps in a brass
holder with a mica window to solve the problems with the
stamps and was given a patent on August 12, 1862. But
by the time he began to market this encased postage,
another method of relieving the situation had begun to
emerge.

Francis Elias Spinner, Treasurer of the United States
during this period, was constantly appealed to from all
quarters to do something about the quickly decreasing
supply of small change. He experimented with the idea of
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Fig. 1. Postage Currency essay.

pasting postage stamps on cards or paper (Fig. 1) bearing
his signature. This was only a short step from the
Postage Currency notes issued under the Act of July 17,
1862. By the beginning of 1863, the Postage Currency be-
gan to fill the void. Tokens and scrip slowly became obso-
lete. It is interesting to note that though the Postage Cur-
rency notes bear the authorization date of July 17, 1862,
the law referred only to postage stamps and not to the
notes. In reality, these small notes were initially made,
and issued, without any legal authorization! It was not
until the passage of the Act of March 3, 1863, that they
became legally sanctioned — though already in use for

some months. Spinner's invention was immediately ac-
cepted by the general public and was to become an impor-
tant part of our monetary system for the next 14 years.

Manufacture and Printing
Contracts were given to the National Bank Note Co. for

plates and sheets of 5, 10, 25, and 50 cent notes, and the
firm began printing the notes late in August 1862. Within
a few weeks contracts were renegotiated by the Treasury,
with both the American Bank Note Co. and the National
Bank Note Co. The American Bank Note Co. was to
furnish the paper, make the back plates, and print the
backs. The National Bank Note Co. was to make the face
plates and print the face of the sheets. The straight edge,

Fig. 2. F1243, straight edge, no-monogram variety.
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Fig. 3. F1229, perforated edge, no ABCo. monogram.
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Fig. 4. F1240, perforated edge, with ABCo.
monogram.

Fig. 5. F1230, straight edges, with ABCo. monogram.

no-monogram varieties (Fig. 2) were printed first (in small
quantities), followed by the perforated, no-monogram
varieties in the few weeks prior to the contract renegotia-
tions. As the perforated no-monogram (Fig. 3) notes were
being printed during the contract changeover, and the
back printing was assumed by the American Bank Note
Co., the renegotiation resulted in the issuance of the per-
forated varieties with the AB/Co monogram on the back
(Fig. 4). Within a short time, complaints were made that
the perforated notes were not holding up well in circu-
lation and were quickly becoming torn and tattered.
Consequently they were replaced by the straight edge va-
riety with the AB/Co monogram (Fig. 5), which accounted
for the vast majority of the issue.

The 5 and 10 cent notes were printed in sheets of 20
(four vertically, five notes horizontally), and the plate
numbers normally appear in the left-hand border. The 25
and 50 cent notes were printed in sheets of 16 (four notes
vertically and four horizontally) due to the larger size of
the individual notes. Hand-operated roller presses were
employed (Fig. 6), and each man was given, in the morn-
ing, his plate to print and the necessary paper, which were
all charged to him for the day. The plate was warmed on a
brazier so as to keep the ink sufficiently fluid for printing,
and the ink was applied with a hand roller all over the
plate. The worker then gave the ink covered plate two or
three judicious wipes with a cloth, and then one or two

Fig. 6. Printing room at the American Bank Note
Company.

more with his bare hand. This was done to remove all the
ink (hopefully) from the plate, except for that which filled
the lines of the engraving. The plate was then placed on
the flat bed of the press, and a sheet of paper was laid
upon it (again, by hand). A winch was then turned, which
passed the plate and paper under a roller, which gave the
impression. The plate had to be wiped very carefully to
avoid smudges, smears, blurred impressions, etc., and the
paper had to be laid in exactly the right place on the plate
for proper centering (especially during the second print-
ing, when the face of the sheet was printed). With the
pressures of production, however, this was not always the
case. Centering of the face impression was a very common
problem, and, in fact, most face impressions were printed
"off-register" to the backs. This is obvious when we ex-
amine the notes in existence today.

Perforations were made by means of a small machine
consisting of a couple of rollers or cylinders revolving to-

Fig. 7. Perforating machine.
gether on which pin-and-die wheels were mounted (Fig. 7).
The upper shaft was equipped with wheels having small
punches, which fit into corresponding holes in wheels on
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Fig. 8. Face of F1310a, 14 perforations per 20mm.
(Courtesy of R.H. Rockholt.)
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Fig. 8A. Back of F1310a.

twice, once for horizontal perforations, and once for the
vertical perforations (each time with different settings).
In some cases, the sheet missed the second perforation
(which could have been either vertical or horizontal), as
evidenced by perforated notes with straight edges on two
opposing sides. These, of course, could have been "made"
at a later time by simply trimming off the perforations
with shears. But, the fact that they were actually made
that way during manufacture was verified when vertical
strips of perforated varieties were found which showed
only vertical perforations and none horizontally (NASCA
Sale, Jan. 1977, lots 3277, 3289, 3309, and 3332). Some
notes are found with one (or more) straight edge(s), but
this was caused by the notes of the sheet being cut apart
by shears rather than being torn apart (as a sheet of
stamps), as cutting machines were not generally in use at
that time.

Perforations were made at the rate of 12 perforations
per 20mm, the only exception to this being the exces-
sively rare F1310a (Figs. 8, 8a, 8b), which has 14 perfor-
ations per 20mm. Though some early references list other
denominations with 14 perforations per 20mm, they are
evidently incorrect, as none other than the 50 cent de-
nomination have been authenticated.

Varieties
There are four varieties of each of the four denom-

inations of Postage Currency except for the 50 cent
denomination, which contains five (F1310a). We know the
number issued of each denomination, but can only sur-
mise from today's availability the number issued of each
variety within that denomination. There are differences
in the paper used, the ink, and the color within the same
variety, but due to ageing, fading, and other factors over
the years, it becomes difficult to classify the notes with
regard to these differences. I would guess that there was
no great effort made to provide exact uniformity in either

Fig. 8B. Comparison of F1310a to F1279, which has the
normal perforation rate of 12 per 20mm.

the lower shaft. The perforations were made as a sheet
was passed between, and each punch cut a hole. As the
holes on the lower wheels were open-ended, the small
pieces fell through during use. The wheels were movable
so that the spacing of the lines of perforation could be
varied, depending on the denomination of the notes
involved. The sheet had to be passed through a machine

Fig. 9. Counting and packing room at the American
Bank Note Co.

the paper used (Fig. 9) or the ink (Fig. 10). The paper may
vary from thin white bank note paper to cream colored of
various thicknesses, and the ink color varied from a dark
rich green, to a lighter yellow green on the 10 cent and 50
cent notes. The paper used for the 5 cent and 25 cent
notes varied from a bright rich buff to a light tan color of
various thickness, some containing varying amounts of
fibrous material (not to be confused with the split fiber
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Fig.10. Ink mill.

papers of the second issue). It should be remembered that
these notes were issued during a period when they were
sorely needed, and it was of primary importance that they
begin to circulate as quickly as possible.
FIVE CENTS, F1228-31; 44,857,780 notes issued. The
least available variety is the 1231, followed closely by the
1229. Both are the very scarce no-monogram varieties as
could be expected — the former with straight edges, the
latter with perforated edges. F1228 (perforated with the
ABCo monogram) is somewhat more available, but still
quite scarce and eagerly sought after. It is apparent from
the number extant today that the F1230 (straight edge
with ABCo monogram) comprised the greater part, by
far, of the five cent notes issued and is in demand by the
type note collectors today. Due to the methods of manu-
facture mentioned earlier, all well centered notes are
extremely scarce and only rarely available. This is also
true of all varieties of Postage Currency.

TEN CENTS, F1240-43; 41,153,780 notes issued. As
with the five cent notes, the order of availability is essen-
tially the same — F1243, F1241, F1240, and F1242. The
F1242 variety is the most common by far.

TWENTY-FIVE CENTS, F1279-82; 20,902,784 notes
issued. It is indicated from the number of notes issued
that this denomination ought to be about twice as scarce,
in general, as either the five or ten cent notes. This is ap-
parently the case, as they are far less available than
either the five or ten cent notes. The F1282 (straight
edge, no-monogram) variety is quite rare in any grade and
very rare in high grade. Many feel, and I concur, that it is
the rarest note in the Postage Currency series (excepting
F1310a). The order of scarcity remains the same as with
the previous denominations, although they are all some-
what less available due to the lower number of notes
issued. The order of availability is the same as with the
previous denominations.
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FIFTY CENTS, F1310-13; 17,263,344 notes issued.
The rarity of this denomination, and the entire issue of
Postage Currency, is F1310a, listed in Friedberg's 9th
edition for the first time. This variety has perforations at
the rate of 14 per 20mm, rather than the normal rate of 12
per 20mm. All of the known examples are apparently
from the same sheet, which can be seen because most
notes have the appropriate sheet margin tabs attached,
and the sheet could be reconstructed except for two
missing notes.

Apart from the above, F1313 (straight edge, no-mono-
gram) is the least available variety — rivaling the F1282
in rarity. Some feel that it is somewhat rarer, but regard-
less of opinion, the difference in rarity is not appreciable.
F1311, though somewhat more available, is still quite
rare — especially in high grade. F1310, though still
scarce, can be obtained without too much difficulty.
F1312, as with the previous denominations, comprised
the greater part of the 50 cent issue.

As has been the case since money was invented,
counterfeiting was prevalent, and many counterfeits ap-

Fig. 11. Counterfeit F1312.

Fig. 11A. Genuine F1312. Note the higher overall
quality of the engraving and the portrait uniformity.

peared shortly after the release of the first notes (Fig. 11).
The 50 cent note was the most commonly encountered
and eventually reached such proportions as to require re-
placement of the entire issue and employment of anti-
counterfeiting devies in a new series of notes - but that's
another story.

From a collector's standpoint, the collecting of Postage

Continued on page 295
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French-Style Numbering
Explained
Another View

I read my friend Richard Kelly's article "French Style
Numbering Explained" in the May-June issue of PAPER
MONEY. It is a well-written and researched article and
correctly places the serial "000" associated with the
block as the last note instead of the first as I wrote in my
book.

There is only one sentence in it with which I can find
fault: "If a note already has a serial number, it is, of
course, senseless to spend time computing it." This
article is one of a very few that have ever been printed
explaining French-style numbering systems. It is very
possible that counterfeiters will not know the system!
The 1933 Banque de 1' Indochine 5 Piastres note was
counterfeited with the wrong serial number compared to
its block group, or vice versa. The notes were
counterfeited on "authentic" paper and the work was
very well done except for the front of the numbers and
letters in the block and serial numbers. For many people,
computing the serial number is the only was to detect this
counterfeit.

The authentic note is an unlisted variety of Pick 19 and
is cataloged as FI N 16a in my book. The counterfeit of
this note is listed as FI N F 16a. Collectors with this note,
and others in their collections should compute the serial
number to detect counterfeits.
Howard A. Daniel, III
SPMC 3192

FOREIGN SOURCES
Continued from page 285

has served the hobby since 1956 and issues periodic price
lists of coins and banknotes of India he has for sale. He
can supply many of the earlier notes of India, many of
them in CU and all of them in VF or better at prices
generally well below those in Pick.

Another source is Mr. C. M. Desai, P.O. Box 106,
Rajkot 360001, Gujaret — India. Mr. Desai is a member
of ANA, IBNS and the Numismatic Society of India. A
large number of his notes are available at discount in
quantities of 10. Mr. Desai issues peridic price lists.

Mr. Sengar offers the current notes (Pick 72, 74-79) of
India in CU at the following prices in U.S. dollars: 1 rupee
at $0.25, 2 rupees at $0.50, 5 rupees at $1.10, 10 rupees at
$2.20, 20 rupees at $4.80, 50 rupees at $8.90, and 100
rupees at $17.80. The complete set of seven current notes
is available at $32.50. Special discounts are given those
ordering five or more of any denomination. All prices are
postpaid. The minimum order is $25.00 U.S. as each order
involves much difficulty in obtaining licenses. Service is
good and notes are sent in a thick cardboard envelope
with lots of postage stamps on it.

Mr. Sengar can also supply some banknotes of
Hyderbad, Bikanir, Bundi and Portugese India. Inquiries
may be sent to Mr. Narendra Sengar, P.O. Box 110,
Kanpur-208001, India. There is no government source for
the banknotes of India.

In early May the India rupee was quoted at $0.125 U.S.

New SPMC Officers Elected
POSTAGE DUE
Continued from page 281

Currency offers a real challenge as the notes are avidly
sought after by both stamp collectors and paper money
collectors. Many prefer to assemble the four
denominations by "type"; others may endeavor to obtain
the entire series. Whatever the goals may be, the effort is
well rewarded, with an insight into the history and
beauty of our numismatic heritage.
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A telephone call received at the editorial office just
before the final copy for this issue was completed informs
us that the following slate of officers was elected at St.
Louis on July 31, 1979:

President — Wendell Wolka
Vice-President — Larry Adams
Secretary — A.R. Beaudreau
Treasurer — Roger Durand

Also, the following five governors were elected: Bob
Medlar, Mike Crabb, Richard Jones, John Ferreri, and
Stephen Taylor.

COLLECTOR WANTS TO BUY
MISSOURI NATIONAL BANK NOTES

4083 Brunswick 	 4000 Moberly
2218 Lancaster 	 1803 Paris
2862 Macon	 3322 Paris
2884 Marshall 	 8359 Salisbury

Obsolete Notes from Moberly, Mo.

Other interesting Missouri Nationals such as #1
notes, etc.

Lloyd Deierling, SPMC 5190
P.O. Box 394 	 Moberly, Mo. 65270
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