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INTERESTING NOTES 'BOUT INTERESTING NOTES
©1982 By Roger H. Durand

AN OSTENTATIOUS SIGNATURE

Vanity Signatures

Collectors of paper money, especially National Bank
Notes, obsoletes and colonial currency, are often
intrigued by the vanity signatures of the signers of the
notes. Many a bank president or other officer signed
notes with a signature that was either unusually large,
elaborate or outstanding because of some other reason.
In many cases it seemed that the officer wanted an
impressive signature to be remembered by when he
signed the notes. Care was taken to display his
signature and it often was the most prominent feature
on the note. Leading men in the community, men of
wealth and position, were usually chosen to direct the
banking institutions and their signatures reflected their
pride. These vanity signatures were not always neat or
legible because of the numbers of notes that had to be
signed but they were outstanding and quite obvious
when one scrutinizes the notes. The signature on a note
is a good clue to the type of man that was in charge of the
bank. These men often developed a signature just for the
occasion of signing important documents and of course,
bank notes. One of the most famous vanity signatures
has to be that of John Hancock. It is so famous that it is
used today as a trademark of the John Hancock
Insurance Company, one of the giants of the insurance
industry. But long before it was the trademark of the
insurance company, it was used as the title of the $3 note
of the John Hancock Bank of Springfield,
Massachusetts.

History of the Signature

John Hancock's signature can be found on several
documents in the archives of the United States but the
document that really made his signature famous was
"The Declaration of Independence". With this
document, the signers pledged "their lives, fortunes,
and their sacred honor" for the maintenance of
independence. By signing this document, the signers
placed their lives in great jeopardy. They immediately
branded themselves as traitors to the throne of Great

Britain. If this country had failed in its attempt at
independence, the signers of the document would have
been executed. The document contained 56 signatures.
Some of the colonists, fearful for their lives, tried to
disguise their signatures by writing very small or
crowding their signatures between those of other
signers. Patriots such as Francis Lightfoot Lee, Carter
Braxton, George Read and several others seemed to
want to make their names as inconspicuous as possible.
Fear of embarrassment was probably the reason that
they even signed in the first place. This certainly was
not the case as far as John Hancock was concerned. His
signature is by far the largest signature on the
document. It was in the center on the top line, written
with bold strokes and unmistakably his name. If ever a
vanity signature was placed on paper, this is certainly a
prime example. He wanted to make sure that there was
no mistaking his name. History tells us that he was a
vain individual and his signature attests to that fact.

The John Hancock Bank

The bank was incorporated on May 18, 1850 in a
location that became Springfield, Massachusetts in
1852. James W. Crooks, one of the leading members of
the proposed bank and a great admirer of the president
of the Continental Congress of 1776, selected the name
for the bank. A large white, carved, wooden bust of
Hancock was a prominent fixture in front of the bank
building. The bank opened for business on November 4,
1850 with a capital of $100,000. It became a National
Bank (#982) in 1865 and its capital was increased to
$150,000. The first president of the bank was Colonel
James M. Thompson. After his death he was succeeded
by Roger S. Moore, who ultimately resigned and was
succeeded by the original cashier of the bank who
served in that post for 50 years, Edmond D. Chapin. E.
Dudley Chapin, the new president's nephew, became
the cashier. The bank went into liquidation on March
28, 1906 with $235,300 outstanding in National Bank
Notes and an unknown amount of state bank notes.

About the Note

The bank had only one issue of state bank notes
before the National Bank era. These notes were issued
in the denominations $1, $2, $3, $5, $10, $20, $50 and
$100. The $5 bears a portrait of John Hancock as the
center vignette. His portrait also appears on the left side
of the $20 bill. As far as I can determine, the signature as
the title of the bank only appears on the $3 bill. The only
other denomination that I have seen was a $10 and the
title was printed in block style lettering. The
"Descriptive Register of Genuine Bank Notes," 1862,
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Organized in 1799 under charter from Czar Paul I, the
Russian-American Company set up headquarters at the
rich sea otter grounds in the Alexander Archipelago at
Sitka on Baranof Island in southern Alaska. Thus the
stage was set for the issuance in 1816 of what may well
be the world's most fascinating currency — Walrus Skin
money.

Erroneously referred to as "Sealskin" money, these
notes were produced by a most ingenious method. Otter
skins were shipped by the R.A.C. to China in waterproof
bags made of walrus skin.

The bags were removed at the Chinese ports and
reused to wrap shipments of spices, teas, etc. bound for
Russian ports. Because of the variety of products
shipped in them, the walrus bags were affected in
different ways, accounting for the variety of colors in
the skins.

At the Russian ports the bags were removed again
and select pieces were cut from them and stamped with
the value and devices of the R.A.C. for use as money in
the North American colony.

Called Kozhanye (skins), the notes were produced
until the 1830's. During those years three issues,
totalling 102,000 rubles, circulated at company
settlements as far south as what is now central
California. Known denominations include the 10, 25
and 50-kopeks, and 1, 5, 10 and 25-rubles. These are all
catalogued under item 53, page 253 in the Kardakoff
catalog (see Bibliography).

Apparently the first issue included notes in color. The
low numbered pieces are known in shades of blue,

brown, red and tan, while the later notes occur mostly
with black printing on light colored parchment.

It is known that this currency was designed for easy
identification by the locals who, for the most part, could
neither read nor write. The 10-kopek notes can be
identified by holes punched in both upper corners, while
the 25-kopek notes are clipped on all four corners. The
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by Gwynne and Day, calls attention to imitations of this
$3 bill. No other denomination from this bank is so
noted. It seems to be more than coincidence that the note
with the Hancock signature was counterfeited. The note
was probably subject to little scrutiny and readily
acceptable because of the signature in the design. This
bill was supposed to have been engraved by Toppan,
Carpenter, Casilear and Company, New York and
Philadelphia, but it is counterfeit. Only three or four
specimens have come on the market in the last ten years
and they are quite scarce. As for collectors of notes with
vanity signatures, this certainly has to be a desirable
addition to a collection.
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