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ORIGINAL SERIES NATIONAL BANK NOTES
WITHT THE PAPER COLUMN

by Peter Huntoon CHARTER NUMBERS

A
 common variety in the Original Series national bank

notes is that of notes bearing charter numbers over-
printed in red on their faces. The overprinting of the

charter numbers was begun in 1874. However, early treasury
serial numbers on many Original Series notes with charter
numbers reveals that many of these notes were actually
printed years before 1874. How could they carry charter
numbers?

The solution to the puzzle is straightforward. We have to
go no further to find the answer than an amendment to the
National Bank Act, which was passed June 20, 1874. Section
5 reads:

That the Comptroller of the Currency shall, under such rules
and regulations as the Secretary of the Treasury may prescribe,
cause the charter-numbers of the association to be printed upon
all national-bank notes which may be hereafter issued by him.

The key words in Section 5 are "hereafter issued:' This, of
course, included not only (1) notes printed after the date of
the act, but also (2) the unissued notes still on hand in the
Comptroller of the Currency inventory.

OVERPRINTED CHARTER NUMBERS

The comptroller ceased issuing sheets without charter
numbers as soon as the 1874 amendment was passed. Sheets
already on hand were sent to the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing where the charter numbers were added. New orders
were henceforth automatically overprinted with the charter
numbers.

The overprinting of charter numbers on the existing unis-
sued sheets explains why so many Original Series notes

printed before 1874 bear charter numbers. Examples even
exist of Original Series notes bearing charter numbers from
the 1-1-1-2 and 5-5-5-5 combinations having treasury serial
numbers from the very first and second treasury serial
number blocks, respectively unprefixed red and blue
numbers. These were unissued stock printed in 1865 or
before.

LARAMIE CITY EXAMPLE

The note shown here from Laramie City, Wyoming Terri-
tory, was printed in 1873. The charter numbers were subse-
quently added to it after June, 1874, as required by the Act of
June 20, 1874. The comptroller shipped the bank's 1-1-1-2
sheets between May 29, 1876, and August 15, 1878, this par-
ticular note being among the last 1-1-1-2 shipment consisting
of sheets 901 to 1000 on August 15, 1878. Notice that in this
case the bank never received any $1s or $2s without charter
numbers because all were overprinted and shipped after
June 20, 1874.

MAKES SORTING EASY

The overprinting of charter numbers on National Bank
notes beginning in 1874 was obviously done to facilitate
sorting worn notes as they came in for redemption. How-
ever, this explanation is a bit superficial based on the facts at
hand. The 1874 act also greatly streamlined the way that Na-
tional Bank notes were redeemed. It passed the burden for
their redemption from the National Banks to the U.S.
Treasury. The fact is that the addition of charter numbers on
the notes was required in order to help the government sort
the notes now that the government was stuck with the job!

Original Series 51 national bank note printed in 1873 without charter numbers. As a result of the requirement in the Act °Jejune
20, 1874 that charter numbers be printed on national bank notes, the charter numbers (2110) were added to the sheet containing

this note before it was shipped to the bank.



Page 24	 Paper Mong Whole No. 149

Up until June of 1874 this job was done by the National Banks
and the government wasn't particularly concerned with prob-
lems of sorting. The following paragraphs develop these details.

The National Bank Act of June 3, 1864, which supplanted
the Act of February 27, 1863, provided for a cumbersome
procedure for the redemption of National Bank notes, and the
replacement of worn and mutilated notes from circulation.
From the bottom up, it went like this.

All National Banks, except those in reserve cities, were re-
quired to maintain cash reserves in Legal Tender (United
States) notes equal to 15 percent of the combined total of their
circulation and deposits. The purposes for these reserves were
twofold: to provide money that would (1) allow the bank to re-
deem its notes, and (2) allow depositors to withdraw money
from their deposit accounts. Notice that a National Bank note
holder, who possessed nothing other than a promissory note
from a bank, could hereby convert his note into legal tender
currency. Although National Bank notes were never granted
Legal Tender status, they were always fully convertible into
United States notes which in turn were Federal promissory
notes that carried legal tender status.

The 1864 law specified that 3/5ths of the 15 percent reserve
could be deposited in reserve accounts in National Banks lo-
cated in a reserve city. These special accounts served as
redemption accounts which the reserve city bank could use to
redeem notes issued by the depositor bank.

The reserve cities specified in the law were Albany, Balti-
more, Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Detroit,
Leavenworth, Louisville, Milwaukee, New Orleans, New York,
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Saint Louis, San Francisco and
Washington. The Comptroller of the Currency could add
Charleston and Richmond to this list at a later date provided
that the "condition of the southern states will warrant it" as
they recovered from the Civil War.

National banks in the reserve cities were required to hold
legal tender reserves totaling 25 percent of their circulation and
deposits. Half of their reserves could be placed in reserve
(redemption) accounts in National Banks located in New York.
Thus the New York bank would serve as redemption agent for
notes issued by the reserve city bank.

Through this cumbersome arrangement, the job of
redeeming National Bank notes, and removing unfit notes from
circulation, was placed squarely on the National Banks them-
selves. This included, of course, the sorting and record keeping
that attended the task before the notes were finally sent to the
Comptroller for destruction and replacement in the case of ac-
tive banks, or destruction in the case of failed or liquidated
banks. The fact is, the National Banks did a poor job of
redeeming worn notes, and the quality of notes in circulation
continued to worsen with time.

The amendment to the National Bank Act passed June 20,
1874 did away with the reserve requirement on circulation. In
its place, each National Bank had to deposit with the U.S.
Treasurer Legal Tender notes equaling five percent of the
bank's outstanding circulation. This five percent redemption
fund was to be used by the treasurer to redeem notes issued
by the bank. Of course the existence of this fund in Washington
did not relieve the bank of its obligation to redeem its National
Bank notes in Legal Tender notes over its own counter. How-
ever, the major burden for redeeming National Currency was

placed on the treasury instead of on the National Banks.
Now that the U.S. Treasury had to sort all those National

Bank notes, instead of the banks, the government decided to
make its sorting job easier. Thus, Section 5 of the 1874 amend-
ment required the overprinting of charter numbers on all fu-
ture National Bank notes shipped by the Comptroller of the
Currency.

BANKS PAY FOR PLATES
Two new burdens were placed on the National Banks as a price
for this centralized redemption service. Of little importance
to National Bank note collectors was that the costs for trans-
porting and sorting the redeemed notes were charged to the
banks, with the charge being proportional to the amount
redeemed. Of greater interest is the added provision that
henceforth the National Banks had to pay for their printing
plates. You can now understand why, beginning in late June
1874, new banks ordered far fewer denominations than
previously!

SCARCITY
The work of the redemption agency in the treasury was stag-
gering. Between June 20, 1874 and November 1, 1875, it
received over $219 million in National Bank notes, a total that
represented 64 percent of the total value of National Bank
notes then in circulation (Comptroller of the Currency, 1875,
p. xxxv). The immediate impact of having this volume of notes
passed through the treasury was that the worn notes could be
pulled from circulation and replaced. This markedly improved
the quality of National Bank notes in circulation. Prior to pas-
sage of the 1874 amendment, the generally poor condition of
National Bank notes in circulation had become a national
disgrace.

The Comptroller of the Currency (1875, p. xxxv) reported
the following faulty but interesting statistic:

The amount of national-bank notes now outstanding upon which
the charter-number has been printed, is $156,256,347, leaving
$101,960,555 of notes in circulation without numbers.

These numbers do not add up to the total outstanding circu-
lation of over $343 million reported for 1875. However, as-
suming that the $156 million figure is correct, well over 45
percent of the Original Series notes in circulation in 1875 al-
ready had charter numbers. This ratio could only increase with
time because overprinted Original Series notes continued to
be issued for years afterward. Thus, you can see why Original
Series notes with charter numbers are rather common.

SOURCES
Comptroller of the Currency, 1875, Annual Report of the Comptroller of

the Currency to the First Session of the Forty-Fourth Congress of
the United States: Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C.

(Continued on page 26)
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Paper Money will accept classified advertising from members only on a basis of 150 per
word, with a minimum charge of $3.75. The primary purpose of the ads is to assist
members in exchanging, buying, selling, or locating specialized material and disposing
of duplicates. Copy must be non-commercial in nature. Copy must be legibly printed
or typed, accompanied by prepayment made payable to the Society of Paper Money
Collectors, and reach the Editor, Gene Hessler, P.O. Box 8147, St. Louis, MO 63156
by the tenth of the month preceding the month of issue (i.e. Dec. 10 for Jan./Feb. issue).
Word count: Name and address will count as five words. All other words and abbrevia-
tions, figure combinations and initials count as separate. No check copies. 10% discount
for four or more insertions of the same copy. Sample ad and word count.

WANTED: CONFEDERATE FACSIMILES by Upham for cash or trade
for FRN block letters, $1 SC, U.S. obsolete. John W. Member, 000 Last St.,
New York, N.Y. 10015.
(22 words: $2: SC: U.S.: FRN counted as one word each)

WANTED FOR MY PERSONAL COLLECTION: Large & small-size
national currency from Atlantic City, NJ. Don't ship, write first, describe what
you have for sale. Frank J. Iacovone, P.O. Box 266, Bronx, NY 10465-0266.(156)

WANTED: INVERTED BACK ERROR NOTES!! Private collector needs
any note in any condition. Please help. Send note, photo, or description with
your price. Lawrence C. Feuer, 22 Beechwood Blvd., Rye Brook, NY 10573.

(155)

WANTED, INFORMATION ON: $1, 1865 1st NB of YPSILANTI. I have
found three auction listings of this note. Grind 2016 Gd & 4245 Fair; & Kosoff
517 Gd (10/26/71). Are these listings the same note or is there more than
one known? David Davis, P.O. Box 205, Ypsilanti, MI 48197. (152)

SERIAL NUMBER ONE NOTES AND SHEETS WANTED of United
States Type and Nationals. Also Michigan First Charters, Michigan #1 and
Kalamazoo, Michigan Nationals. Paying collector prices. Jack H. Fisher, 3123
Bronson Blvd., Kalamazoo, MI 49008. (152)

WILL TRADE CONFEDERATE TRANSFERER/IMPRINT NOTES!
Need Lafton Crout, Schwartz, Cammann. Must be VF/Almost Unc. Specify
needs. Frank Freeman, 3205 Glen Ave., Baltimore, MD 21215. (153)

WANTED: HOWELL WORKS, NJ HARD TIMES paper and metallic
currency. Will pay according to condition. Especially seeking high denomi-
nation notes: $3, $5, $10. Write first, send photocopies, describe condition.
Dave Wilson, P.O. Box 567, Jackson, NJ 08527 (153)

OHIO NATIONALS WANTED. Send list of any you have. Also want Lowell,
Tyler, Ryan, Jordan, O'Neill. Lowell Yoder, 419-865-5115, P.O.B. 444, Hol-
land, OH 43528. (163)

QUALITY STOCKS, BONDS, 15 different samples with list $5; 100 different
$31; 5 lots $130. List SASE. Always buying. Clinton Hollins, Box 11213, Sprin-
gfield, VA 22150. (159)

ST. LOUIS, MO NATIONALS, OBSOLETES AND BANK CHECKS
WANTED. Ronald Horstman, Box 6011, St. Louis, MO 63139. 	 (154)

1862 $2 LEGAL TENDER INFORMATION NEEDED. If your note is
from the "D" plate position, or lacking the face plate number, please send
photocopy of face for research documentation. Doug Murray, P.O. Box 2,
Portage, MI 49081. (152)

WANTED: MASSACHUSETTS SERIES 1929 NATIONAL BANK
NOTES from the following banks: Abington, 1386; Haverhill, 14266; Milton,
684; Spencer, 2288; Springfield, 2435; Webster, 2312; Whitman, 4660; Woburn,
14033. Frank Bennett, P.O. Box 8722, Port St. Lucie, FL 34985. (407) 340-0871
evenings. (156)

WANTED for my personal collection all DELAWARE COUNTY, Penn-
sylvania National Notes (small and large) Chester, Clifton Heights, Darby,
Media, Lansdowne, Ridley Park, Swarthmore, Wayne. Also wanted from
PA—Ardmore, Bloomsburg, Bryn Mawr, Gettysburg, Philadelphia (Charter
#1 only). Kenneth Gross, 6 W. Lancaster Ave., Ardmore, PA 19003.

CHARTER NUMBERS (Continued from page 24)

Comptroller of the Currency, various dates, Ledgers showing receipts
of national currency from the engravers: U.S. National Archives,
Washington, DC.

Comptroller of the Currency, various dates, National currency and
bond ledgers for individual national banks: U.S. National Archives,
Washington, DC.

United States Statutes, Acts of February 25, 1863, June 3, 1864 and
June 20, 1874, which comprise the National Bank Act.
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