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The Popularity of
Owen G. Hanks'

"FREEDOM"
as a Bank Note Vignette

by GENE HESSLER

T HE use of the same vignette on state and privately
issued bank notes printed by the same bank note
company is not uncommon; neither is the use of imi-

tations—some extremely crude—of classic vignettes on scrip
and advertising notes. However, that is another story to be
detailed at another time.

After the merger in 1858 of seven companies into the
American Bank Note Company, competition from those
independent companies which continued in business for a
brief time was markedly reduced. The National Bank Note
Company and the Continental Bank Note Company did
some work for the United States government; however, the
American Bank Note Company won most of the govern-
ment contracts. As a result it was kept quite busy.

The Civil War prompted the issue by the U.S. Treasury
Department of the first demand notes, which were followed
soon thereafter by the first legal tender notes. The contracts
for these kept the engravers and the printing presses active
at American. In 1863, the National Banking Act was passed,
and the company located on the second floor of the
Merchant's Exchange Building which had become the U.S.
Customs House in New York City was the recipient of con-
tracts to produce most of the new National Bank Notes.

The National Banking Act forced state and local issues
from circulation. This and the establishment of the Engrav-
ing and Printing Bureau of the U.S. Treasury Department in
1864 (the appropriation act would not be signed until 3
March 1869) would soon make the U.S. Treasury self-suf-
ficient in the printing of all security paper. These develop-
ments sent a signal to all the bank note companies that their
services would be curtailed.

Prior to the Civil War, the American Bank Note Com-
pany had produced only a minimum of work for foreign
governments and private banks in foreign countries. This
situation changed dramatically at war's end as noted by
Griffiths, viz. ". . . with domestic business at a standstill as
a result of the postwar letdown in currency needs, almost all
of the Company's work was for overseas customers."' In
1865, orders for bank notes were received from many
foreign countries, including Ecuador and Uruguay.

Although the Bank of Manuel Antonio de Luzarrago in
Ecuador was an authorized note issuing bank, only a few
specimens are known today. All of those which are dated
bear dates of 1861 or 1862. On the left of the large green
and black 10 peso note is what proved to be a very popular
vignette, i.e., Freedom by Owen G. Hanks. The engraving

appears here just as it does on the first $5 demand and legal
tender notes. (Figure 1.) One would think the U.S. motto [E
PLU]ZIBUS UNUM would have been deleted or altered.
For whatever reason, the motto was not found objectionable
and it remained along with the initials "S" within "U"
which will be mentioned later.

The Banco Montevideano in Uruguay began operation
in 1865. The Standard Catalog of World Paper Money lists
five notes dated 3.1.1866, viz., 20 and 50 centesimos, 1, 2
and 10 pesos. All bear the imprint of the American Bank
Note Company. The 2 peso note is of extreme interest be-
cause it greatly resembles the United States $5 demand and
legal tender notes which preceded it. (Figure 2.) The overall
format is indeed strikingly similar. In this instance [E
PLU]ZIBUS UNUM was deleted from the base of the
statue of Freedom. Just above the waist of the figure are the
initials "S" within "U". The retention of the initials of the
democracy to the north may have been an oversight or
perhaps it was thought they would be interpreted as a mono-
gram of Sol de Uruguay since there is a sun on the national
flag of Uruguay and atop the national symbol.

At the outset of this article the statement was made that
the use of the same vignette on the issues of a variety of
banks was not uncommon. The engraving of Freedom is a
paradigm of this practice. In addition to those mentioned
above, it appeared on the notes of a number of other banks,
among which are the Farmers and Mechanics Bank of
Savannah, Georgia, and the Bank of Giles, Pearsburg, Vir-
ginia. (Figure 3.) In both these instances the notes are $5
denomination. A proof of the latter was seen recently in the
NASCA Sale of 12 January 1983. Although Freedom's
colors of red and black are different from those on the U.S.
demand and legal tender notes which bear the same vignette,
the placement of it on the left face is the same.

None of what has been written here thus far is intended
to suggest unethical practice on the part of the American
Bank Note Company. It simply seems that the Owen G.
Hanks' engraving of Freedom was one that appealed to
many. However, there was one instance when the United
States government specifically stipulated that only new
designs would be acceptable. When the National Bank Note
Company was about to submit models for the $20 and $50
interest-bearing notes, Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P.
Chase stated in a letter of 20 July 1863 that "all the work
must be new or not have been before used . . . " 2

In my opinion it is interesting to note that the engraving
of Freedom appeared on the $5 Savannah note in 1860, one
year before the first federal demand notes were issued.
However, both examples had appeared some years before
the large figure of Freedom was placed at the top of the
dome of the U.S. Capitol building in 1863. Perhaps it was
the Savannah note that prompted Secretary Chase to write
the letter with the statement quoted above.

The Capitol dome itself is the design of Thomas Ustick
Walter; it was authorized by Congress in 1855. The pre-
ceding dome, one of four, was the design of Charles Bull-
finch. The first dome was placed in position in 1827. The
cornerstone for the central building was laid by President
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Fig. 1. Vignette of "Freedom" as seen on first U.S. demand and legal tender notes.

Fig. 2. Same vignette of "Freedom" on two pesos note of Banco Montevideano in Uruguay.

Fig. 3. "Freedom" used as center vignette on Farmers and Mechanics Bank of Savannah, Georgia

note.
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Fig. 4. The statue of "Freedom" atop the Capitol
building.

George Washington on 18 September 1793. The length of
the Capitol building is 751 feet, 4 inches, and the width is
350 feet. The creator of the statue of Freedom was Thomas
Crawford, "who completed those writhing groups on the
north entrance of the Capitol that we always see in the
background of the photographs of present-day Presidents
taking their inaugural oath."' The bronze figure which
peaks at 3071/2 feet above ground level stands 19 feet 6
inches high and weighs 14,985 pounds. The cost of erecting
Freedom was $23,796. (Figure 4.)

Thomas Crawford was born in New York City in 1813.
As a sculptor he went to Italy to study under the Danish
master Thorwaldsen. He returned to work in New York but
died in London on 10 October 1857 in severe pain from a
brain tumor soon after he completed work on Freedom.

Owen G. Hanks, who was born in Troy, New York
about 1820, was a founder of the bank note printing
company of Wellstood, Benson & Hanks in 1848. This
company became Wellstood, Hay & Whiting in 1855 and
was one of the seven companies which joined to become the
American Bank Note Company.

The representation of Freedom engraved for bank note
use by Owen G. Hanks and sculpted by Thomas Crawford
proved to be a popular vignette. (Figure 5.) The concept of
freedom is also popular, but denied to many in some coun-
tries of the world.

Fig. 5. Owen G. Hanks engraving of Thomas Craw-
ford's statue of "Freedom."
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SMELLING OUT BANK BILLS

If a bill must be sent in a letter, the safest plan is to roll it
tightly into the shape of a lamplighter and lay it in the fold of the
sheet inclosed. Arranged in that fashion, the fact that it is money
cannot well be distinguished by the "feel." A thread, with a knot
at the end, will not be so likely to fetch a telltale fragment of the
fiber paper when drawn by means of a needle through the envelope,
and the smell of it will be less perceptible. So peculiar is the efflu-
vium belonging to bank or treasury notes that experts at the bureau
of engraving say that they can distinguish them when sealed in
envelopes by the nose every time. A thief once showed to govern-
ment detectives who had caught him that he could pick out, while
blindfolded, from a pile of 400 letters every one of the seven which
contained paper cash merely by scent.—Washington Star —(From
Grand Forks (N. Dak.) Weekly Plaindealer, Dec. 28, 1893.)—Sub-
mitted by Forrest W. Daniel.
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