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Syngraphic Iconography

THE LIBERTY CAP
as seen on U.S.

Paper Money
by GENE HESSLER

T HE national symbol of the United States is the bald
eagle; however, it was not the first symbol. Sir
Fernando Gorges, British colonizer, proprietor of

Maine and leading figure in the establishment of the Ply-
mouth Company, included an engraving of America in his
America Painted to the Life . . . (London, 1659). This
symbolic figure could be the earliest known example of an
Indian maiden who would represent the continent of North
America to the world.

The engraving in Gorge's book and those likenesses to
follow always portrayed America this way, viz., as an Indian
maiden with European features, wearing feathers—usually
just above the forehead—and with a bow and quiver of
arrows. Her skin was dark, and she sometimes sat on the
back of an armadillo or alligator. America was painted by
the Venetian master Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (1696-1770);
she is seated on an alligator as she graces the ceiling, above
the staircase in the Bishop's Palace in Wiirzburg, Germany.
Plate 31 of Kenneth Clark's Civilization illustrates this
painting in color.

After the Revolution the figure of America was given
the traditional symbols of freedom, i.e., the liberty cap and
the liberty pole, both of which can be traced back to the
ancient Greek and Roman world. Slaves were not permitted
to cover their heads; therefore when these unfortunates were
freed, they were given caps of freedom which proved their
new status. During the ceremony, the officiant tapped the
person on the shoulder with a pole, perhaps as one last
reminder from whence he or she came. The liberty cap or
Phrygian cap can be traced to ancient Phrygia where these
caps were worn. On p. 14 of Cornelius Vermeule's magnifi-
cent Numismatic Art in America there is the following quote
concerning the design of our coinage as we entered the
second century of independence.

Our eagle, stars, arrows, olive-twigs and women, are pitched on
to the coins at random, and cannot be "read" by any rules of
heraldry or numismatics. Yet, in reply to the query what is this
"stick with a nightcap on it," which the French lady holds on
our trade dollar, I answer it is the rudis and piteus, the "rod of
touch," and the "cap of announcement" connected with the
ancient forms of freeing a slave . . . .

Art work of the 18th century resurrected the liberty cap
and pole and these were quickly assigned to the new nation
of America, now free. Images of a female wearing the lib-
erty cap can be found on numerous bank notes of other
countries such as Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, France,
and Nicaragua to name a few.

The $4 notes of Georgia dated 1776 show the liberty
cap and pole. The $10 notes dated 1800 from the Bank of

Columbia, South Carolina have the liberty head with the
cap atop the pole as it is often seen in works of art. New
Jersey used a similar design (actually the state seal) on all
notes authorized by the Acts of 9 January 1781, 20 Decem-
ber 1783 and those dated 1786.

Miss Liberty, America, Freedom (she answered to many
names) discarded her peculiar mode of transportation, the
armadillo or alligator, before she made her appearance on
our paper money.

The image of America closest to the original conception
is found on state bank notes only. One such example is the
$1 note from the Eastern Bank of Bangor, Maine. You will
notice the small eagle on the shield. Within a few years it
will move forward to replace the female symbol. (Figure 1.)

The figure with a liberty cap is seen most often on
interest-bearing treasury notes. For example, the female fig-
ure, part of the vignette on the $100 note of 1857, holds the
liberty pole and cap. Although the vignette is untitled, the
cameo profile of Washington reinforces the concept of
liberty. (Figure 2.)

The Act of 2 March 1861 authorized two-year notes,
but only the $50 denomination was a circulating note. It and
the specimen $100, $500 and $1,000 denominations are
today unique in private collections. The likeness of Justice
on the $50 note (H945b) is wearing the liberty cap. This vig-
nette is probably the work of engraver Frederick Girsch.
The $1,000 note (H1393b) of this series has a vignette of
Columbia; she also wears the liberty cap. This specimen is
doubly unique, if that is possible. It is the sole surviving
specimen, and the green overprint that should form an arch
over Columbia has been inverted in error. Confederate
$1,000 notes dated 6 May 1861 bear this same vignette. Only
two months separate the dates of issue of these two his-
torical notes; both were printed by the National Bank Note
Company in New York for the two adversary governments
in the Civil War.

On the $1,000 interest-bearing treasury notes of 1863
(F201, H1393a) is an image of Liberty with a liberty cap
but she has exchanged the liberty pole for a flag of the
United States and a shield. At her left is an eagle which
seems to be assuming more importance as a design element.
The eagle is either taking a protective stance or he is
demonstrating his indifference, secure in the knowledge that
he will one day be the sole symbol of our country. On
second thought, perhaps the eagle is looking away, out of
jealousy of the eagle entitled In God Is Our Trust in the
center. (Figure 3.)

One more note of this classification has to be men-
tioned, i.e., the $500 note of 1863 (F205, H1341). Liberty,
engraved by Charles Burt, points to the fasces she holds
with her left hand. (Figure 4.) This emblem of official
power originated with Roman magistrates. You will notice
Liberty must share the spotlight with The Eagle's Nest
engraved by Louis Delnoce. Artistically I find fault with this
design. Both Liberty and the eagle are looking out of the
picture rather than inward, which would be artistically more
appropriate. Could it be a case of jealousy?
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Fig. I. Image of America on Eastern Bank of Bangor, Maine note (left vignette). Note small eagle on
her shield.

Fig. 2. Female figure with liberty cap on pole on Toppan, Carpenter vignette.

Fig. 3. Liberty wearing cap and holding pole (right vignette) on $1,000 interest-bearing note of 1863.
(Photo courtesy J. Roy Pennell, Jr.)
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Fig. 4. Liberty pointing to fasces on
vignette used on $500 note of
1863.

Fig. 5. Liberty wearing cap on fractional currency note of
the fourth issue.

The $20 first and second charter National Bank Notes
show Loyalty as a female figure with liberty cap carrying an
American flag. Alfred Jones was the engraver of this vig-
nette. On the back of the $10 third charter notes is Liberty
and Progress and the same side of the $20 note features
Union and Civilization. Both female figures are wearing
liberty caps and were engraved by G.F.C. Smille.

For those interested in fractional currency we cannot
overlook the fourth issue IN note (F1257-1261, H1530-
1534). On this note is a bust of Liberty with liberty cap; the
model is said to have been Mary Hull. Charles Burt was the
engraver. (Figure 5.)

The head of Liberty from the $500 note (F205, H1341)
mentioned earlier was placed at the bottom center of the
$100 United States note (F168, H1122). The small oval from
which Liberty gazes suggests a diminishing circle similar to
one at the end of a movie cartoon. It would seem that
Liberty with her liberty cap knew she was about to vanish
from our paper money. It would be seventeen years before
she reappeared.

When Liberty made her return, it was on a bank note
that we sometime overlook when this symbol is discussed. I
refer to the back of the $5 silver certificates of 1886. These
beautiful notes, which show the obverse of the silver dollar
designed by George Morgan, were engraved by Lorenzo
Hatch. However, once again we see eagles, the reverse of
the same coin, two on either side about to displace Liberty.

Sixteen years later the liberty cap made its last appear-
ance on the backs of the $10 and $20 third charter National
Bank Notes as previously mentioned. If a change were to
take place on our currency today, it would be a pleasure to
see the return of Miss Liberty in a prominent position with
her timeless and always fashionable liberty cap.

De La Rue Does More Than Security Printing
Its Security Express Proves to be Less Than Secure

An Associated Press dispatch printed in the April 5, 1983
edition of the Milwaukee Journal tells of a near record haul made by
six gunmen who looted the vaults of Security Express Ltd. in
London. The story is of special interest to stamp and paper money
collectors because the firm is a subsidiary of the famous security
printing concern De La Rue. According to the story, "No one was
hurt in the eight-hour raid, staged by the shotgun-carrying robbers to
coincide with the Easter Monday bank holiday.

"'It was a mountain of money,' said a Scotland Yard detective
after examining the ransacked vaults of Security Express Ltd.

"One of the firm's employees said the loss might be more than 6
million pounds in cash —$8.82 million. The Great Train Robbery
holds the previous record for stolen cash, as opposed to other valu-
ables-2.6 million pounds.

"Security Express transports large quantities of cash between
branches of major banks and commercial firms. It is a subsidiary of
the De La Rue group, which prints most of Britain's banknotes and
currency for several other countries.

"Six men scaled a rear wall about 7 a.m. and captured a guard.
At noon seven other staff members were seized one by one as they
reported to work, were bound and gagged, and were forced to hand
over keys to the vaults. The gunmen then systematically looted all
piles of 1, 5, 10 and 20-pound notes, and fled.

"Scotland Yard said it had not been determined how the get-
away with the large sacks of bills was made, nor was it known why
none of the firm's many alarms sounded when the robbers scaled the
wall. The security devices were described as 'quite sophisticated.'''
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