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Preparation of the

$5 & $10
First Charter National

Bank Notes
By Gene Hessler

T. A. Liebler's original painting of America Seizing the
Lightning served as the model for the vignette of the same title.
(Courtesy Dr. G. E. Jackson)

Soon after the National Banking Act of 25 February
1863 was passed, Secretary of the Treasury Chase
instructed S. M. Clark, Supervisor of the Bureau of
Construction (forerunner of the Bureau of Engraving
and Printing) to invite "Artists, Engravers and others
to submit proposals for these new designs." The
announcement invited the artists to submit original
designs, national in character, for denominations of $1,
$2, $5, $10, $20, $50, $100, $500 and $1,000. Space was to

be allowed for the appropriate currency obligation and
counterfeiting clause. A maximum of $200 was to be
paid for each accepted design. Those designs not
accepted were to be returned. Submittals were to be
placed in sealed envelopes and all would be opened on 28
March 1863.

On the day prior to the public announcement,
Secretary Chase requested from S. M. Clark design and
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layout suggestions for this new currency issue. Clark
responded and his suggestions were accepted. However,
the art work described by Clark was relegated to the
backs of the notes. The designs Clark had in mind were
adaptions of the murals that adorn the rotunda of the
Capitol. This was his second attempt to have these
paintings reproduced on our currency. Earlier he had
tried to incorporate them on legal tender notes.

No designs submitted by individual artists were
accepted. In fact, there is no known list of artists who
took advantage of the opportunity to have their work
considered by the U. S. Treasury Department. However,
one such design attributed to Wm. G. Newton was
discussed and illustrated in The Numismatist for June,
1952. The article was written by Mendel L. Peterson who
was at the time one of the curators of the Numismatic
Division at the Smithsonian Instituion. In that
article, Mr. Peterson expressed the same interest as I
have now, viz., a desire to locate other rejected designs.

No designs from individual artists were found
acceptable and the three major banknote printing
firms, American, Continental and National, were
requested to submit models. The vignette subjects for
each denomination were specified, while the individual
renditions were left to the imaginations of the artists
employed at each company.

Franklin and Electricity and America Seizing the Lightning
as seen on the face of the $10 essay by the Continental Bank
Note Co.
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One version of DeSoto Discovering the Mississippi by the
Continental Bank Note Co., which was selected for the back of
the $10 essay.

The $5 face design was to have two vignettes, viz.,
Columbus in Sight of Land on the left and America
Presented to the Old World on the right. The Landing of
Columbus by John Vanderlyn was to occupy the back.
The left side of the $10 note would bear a vignette of
Franklin and Electricity, while the right side would
display T. Liebler's America Seizing the Lightning.'
The back design would be dominated by W. H. Powell's
DeSoto Discovering the Mississippi.

For the Landing of Columbus, Lorenzo Hatch, James
Bannister, Louis Delnoce, Walter Shirlaw and one
unidentified engraver prepared an engraving; there are
numerous variations on each. "A few of the most
noticeable differences are the number and placement of
the ships on the left horizon, the position of the head of
Columbus and the engraved lines on his clothing, the
position and number of natives to the left of Columbus
and the flag. Dr. Glenn E. Jackson is responsible for
discovering these variations." 2

At least eight letters exchanged by the banknote
companies and the U. S. Treasury Department have
survived and can be found in the National Archives.
The references which follow relate to the preparation of
the state seals and the $5 and $10 notes. The late
Thomas F. Morris, II quotes a contract dated 30 July

A second version of the DeSoto vignette by Continental.
(Courtesy G. Wait)
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1863 between the Continental Bank Note Company and
the U. S. Treasury Department (Essay-Proof Journal,
Vol. 20, No. 4, 1963). This agreement detailed the
particulars concerning the preparation of $5 and $10
national bank notes. The first of the Archive letters to
follow demonstrates the contract of 30 July 1863 to be
premature.

On 11 September of that year, Alex C. Wilson,
President of the Continental Bank Note Company,
wrote to Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase
acknowledging the receipt of a letter from Mr. S. M.
Clark, Chief of the National Currency Bureau. Mr.
Clark had inquired about the cost to "engrave in the
highest style art for plate printing the dies, and deliver
them, without hardening, for the coats of arms of the
different states, to fill the ovals on the reverse of the
National Curency." Afte quoting Mr. Clark, Mr. Wilson
proposes a $100 charge for the redrawing of each coat of
arms. The cost to engrave each die would be $200. Mr.
Wilson concludes by saying, "We can have the pictures
redrawn in a week; twelve engravers will be at once set
to work upon them." Every three weeks, twelve dies
could then be delivered.

Two weeks later on 25 September, S. M. Clark wrote to
the Continental Bank Note Company as follows: "I am
surprised to find that all the dies have been hardened, as
proven by the transfer now exhibited to me. On the 10th
and again on the 11th inst. I wrote you distinctly
directing that none of the work should be hardened until
proofs were approved, and I understood that you would
not harden them ... Your action ... has rendered
negatory my action to avoid any division of
responsibility as suggested in my letter of the 11th inst."
Mr. Clark emphatically requested an explanation.

No additional letters to or from this company were
found. Notwithstanding its failure to follow
instructions, the same company returns favorably to
our story later.

The American Bank Note Company entered the
picture on 21 September 1863 by virtue of a letter from
Secretary Chase. The receipt of models for $5 and $10
notes was acknowledged. The remainder of the letter
consists of directions and suggestions. "National
Currency" was to be indented in both borders of both
denominations. The remainder of the upper legend
should occupy the space "as nearly as consistent with
good taste and security." There should be "but three
lines on the note." The counters on both denominations
were described as being too heavy and dark. There was
a request to make them more arabesque "and of similar
shell work to that you have this day exhibited to me
upon the $50 Treasury Note." [F203, 11945d] The
numerals and words were to differ in design but keep
general symmetry. There was to be no green tint on the
face designs. The borders were to be the same on the
back as on the face. The ovals for the state seals were to
be 11/2 inches by 1 inch (the models submitted were
reduced by heavy borders). These dies were to be
interchangeable and therefore had to be consistent in
size.

Page 299

The next surviving letter, a reply from George W.
Hatch, President of the American Bank Note Company,
is dated 5 October 1863; a portion is quoted here:

We will however furnish the drawings for seventy-five
dollars each; and will agree to complete the dies of two of the
coats of arms within four weeks after receiving your approval
of the drawings; three of them within five weeks; and four of
them within six weeks.

We shall also undertake to engrave all the coats of arms
required for the National Currency backs, if you desire us to do
so, and will complete them as rapidly as possible.

But we are unable, now, to fix a definite time at which we can
complete them; though we may be able to do so, after we have
commenced the four alluded to above.

The Minnesota State Seal, one of the first ordered on 7 October
1863.

On 7 October, Secretary of the Treasury Chase wrote
to the American Bank Note Company and ordered the
state seals for New Jersey, Missouri, Minnesota and
Vermont. There was some "indefiniteness" concerning
this order. Therefore, a company representative wrote to
Secretary Chase on 9 October saying the dies for the
arms of the four states would be made for $375 each.

In a chronological sense the National Bank Note
Company next emerges from the correspondence.
Secretary Chase wrote to this company on 21 October
directing them to "proceed with all possible dispatch to
draw and engrave ... ovals for State Arms on the
obverse of the National Currency." Chase lists the
following: Pennsylvania, Indiana, New York, Illinois,
Connecticut, Iowa, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
Michigan, Wisconsin and Maine.
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The $10 back design essay by the National Bank Note Co.

An enigma surrounds the essay for the $10
denomination submitted by the National Bank Note
Company. As stated earlier, the subject matter for both
face and back designs was dictated to each of the three
companies. However, a surviving proof at the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing bears a back design which
does not conform to the stipulation of the Bureau. The
date "Feb 25 1891" stamped on this illustrated design is
probably the date the essay was officially recorded or
entered into the files at the Bureau. It seems likely that
quite a few years elapsed before all materials related to
the printing of U.S. currency were sent to the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing from the private banknote
companies once the Bureau took on complete
responsibility for engraving and printing our paper
money.

The National Bank Note Company design for the $10
note bears the fourth version of the Great Seal of New
York authorized by the legislature on 28 November
1809, and it is described as follows: "Argent; a rising sun
proper; crest in a wreath; a demi-globe, and an eagle
passant, regardant, all proper; supporters, the figure of
Justice on the dexter, and Liberty on the sinister side;
motto EXCELSIOR: legend THE GREAT SEAL OF
THE STATE OF NEW YORK." 4 This version of the seal
was used on all New York first charter notes. In 1882,
the fifth and final rendition of the Great Seal of New
York was adopted, and we find that the two female
figures have switched positions. All second charter
notes bearing the New York seal reflect this change.

The time was approaching when contracts would be
let for the preparation of the new national bank notes.
As matters turned out more than one company would be
chosen. The day before the selection of companies was
made, Comptroller of the Currency Hugh McCulloch
received a letter from the National Bank Note
Company. Earlier, he had inquired as to the possibility
of their being able to transfer plates from rolls made by
other parties. It was stated in the letter from National
that it would be necessary to be furnished with separate
impressions from several dies and bedpieces from
which the rolls were taken in order to determine exactly

The fifth and final version of the New York State Seal. This
rendition is slightly different from the one used on second
charter notes of New York. The engraver and banknote
company are unknown.

what would be required. Perhaps their answer should
have been a simple yes. On 31 October it was decided to
award the contract for the $5 note to the Continental
Bank Note Company and the $10 note contract to the
American Bank Note Company.

Thus the choices were made. However, there was still
a "misconception" of the amount of work to be done by
the American Bank Note Company and their charge for
the service. A letter from the company dated 2
November and sent to Secretary Chase suggests that
the Government wanted to omit portions of the
agreement which would affect the quoted price of
$2,500. The American Bank Note Company intimated
that this amount was insufficient.

Two weeks later on 16 November the company wrote
to Secretary Chase and accepted the contract: "Under
the peculiar circumstances in which the Government
and this Company are placed in reference to these notes,
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The issued $10 face design bears the Franklin vignette
engraved by Alfred Jones and Louis Delnoce; the Leibler
vignette on the right was engraved by G. Hatch or C. Burt.

I am ready to accept the proposal of your letter in respect
of the dies, bedpieces, and rolls of the $10 note and
transfer of plates therefrom, that is to say, the American
Bank Note Company, will furnish the dies, bedpieces
and rolls of that denomination." As a consequence of
the acceptance of these terms the letter alluded to the
supposition that there would be "future work."

An unknown essay for the $5 note is mentioned at the
end of the letter. The Treasury Department said nothing
about this model, therefore the American Bank Note
Company considered this design objectionable. The
company stated that the work would be destroyed in the
presence of government agents or put in safekeeping.
Since we don't know which avenue was followed, the
design could have survived.

There is one remaining letter, which, although brief,
demonstrates the confidence and pride of the American
Bank Note Company. On 23 November 1863, R. W.
Bliss, secretary of the company, wrote in reference to a
letter of the 20th inst. in which five state seals were
ordered at $300 each. It was emphatically stated that
the company was already engaged in making four seals
for $375 each. The company secretary continues:

The DeSoto vignette on the issued back is the work of Frederick
Girsch.

This proposal by you to reduce this price, on the five seals
now offered, to $300. for the reason that the Continental
Company have charged $300. each for those which they have
drawn and engraved. You will pardon us for saying that, as we
consider the character of our engraving to be superior to any
that the Continental Company is in the habit of producing, so
we consider it to be more valuable.

The company refused to reduce their price and the
government's sally into the realm of commercial
bargaining was abruptly and decisively pressed back.

Footnotes

1. 0. H. Irish, Bureau Chief explained the symbolism in a
letter of 3 March 1882. "...the bird of Jupiter, the eagle
emblem of Independence, is represented as placing Ameri-
ca, the female figure, within reach of the lightning which
she grasps as a defense against her foes and also as a
means of spreading light and knowledge over the world."
Press Copies of Official and Miscellaneous Letters Sent.
1862-1912, National Archives RG 318.

2. Gene Hessler, U. S. Essay, Proof and Specimen Notes,
(Portage, Ohio: BNR Press, 1979), p. 142.

3. In all the correspondence this author has seen, Secretary
Chase always used the terms face and back when referring
to currency. Perhaps he misused the term "obverse" in this
letter while meaning reverse.

4. Edgar A. Werner, Civil List and Constitutional History of
the Colony and State of New York, (Albany: Weed, Parsons
& Co., 1884), p. 147.
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