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He was born in jail

Secretary of the Treasury
and (later) Chief Justice of the U.S.

FRED M. VINSON
© by JACK H. FISHER, NLG

I T was with disbelief that I learned that Fred M. Vinson,
member of the United States House of Representatives,
Associate Justice of the Court of Appeals for the District

of Columbia, Secretary of the Treasury and Chief Justice of the
United States Supreme Court had been born in a jail. This
brought forth all manner of speculation as to the circum-
stances, and precipitated research into facts pertaining to his
birth, family, education, personal life and career. I was greatly
relieved to learn that his father was the Jailer at Louisa,
Lawrence County, Kentucky at the time of the birth on January
22, 1890, and his mother, as wife of the Jailer, was in the front
part of the jail at the time.

His parents were James Vinson and Virginia Ferguson
Vinson. The name given him at birth was Frederic Moore
Vinson, but he decided early in life that "Fred M. Vinson" was
his preferencne.

James Vinson died shortly after Fred was born, and his
mother had to support the family by taking in boarders. She
was determined to support her family, and stated over and over
again that "Fred is going to have a good education:'

Vinson helped his mother at home and worked at odd jobs.
His primary employment was as clerk, janitor and runner of er-
rands for local stores; the money earned was put aside for his
college education.

Fred M. Vinson graduated from Kentucky Normal School in
1908. He then obtained his A.B. Degree from Centre College,
graduating with Honors as well as winning the coveted Or-
mond Beatty Alumni Prize. Vinson continued his education,
studying law at. Centre College. In 1911 he was awarded his
LL.B. Degree after achieving the highest grades obtained by any
law student in the history of the school, again graduating with
Honors.

At the age of twenty-one he commenced his law practice in
Louisa, Kentucky; at that time the town had a population of ap-
proximately two thousand five hundred people. The local
citizens had known him from childhood as a sincere, intelli-
gent, ethical and capable individual. He conducted his law
practice to the satisfaction of the general public as well as being
noticed by those in politics. His first political office was City At-
torney for Louisa, but he left that office in 1917 to join the army
during World War I. After his discharge from the army he
returned to Louisa and campaigned for the office of District
Commonwealth Attorney. He proved himself to be logical, elo-
quent and personable on the campaign trail, and won the elec-
tion. Vinson's conduct was commendable and he was advised
to consider a career in national politics.

Fred M. Vinson launched his national political career in
1923. There was to be a special election to fill the vacancy in the
Ninth Congressional District in Kentucky. Vinson campaigned

hard and won the seat. He served in the 68th-70th, 72nd, 73rd,
74th and 75th Congresses.

It became obvious to those who served in Congress with
Vinson that he was one who studied the facts before deciding
whether to support or oppose pending legislation. He became
known as one who could be instrumental in swaying the
opinions of others with his persuasive arguments, tact and
knowledge. This made him sought-after as an ally and feared as
an able opponent. It became known quite soon after his arrival
in Congress that his personal ethics and integrity required him
to consider issues and individuals based upon his own evalua-
tion and decision rather than what might have been expedient
for his own political career.

Although Vinson was regarded as a Conservative in Con-
gress, he nonetheless campaigned for Democratic presidential
candidate Alfred E. Smith who was not acceptable to southern
voters because he was a Roman Catholic. Vinson spoke out
against "bigotry during the campaign" even though his own po-
litical advisors informed him that he was doing himself polit-
ical harm in Kentucky.

Vinson supported President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the
United States Congress and supported most of the New Deal
legislative program. However, he refused to support the First
Economy Bill proposed by President Roosevelt, and voted in
favor of the bonus for World War I veterans over the veto of the
president.

President Roosevelt respected Vinson for his intelligence and
integrity to such extent that in 1938 he offered him the position
of Associate Justice of the Court of Appeals for the District of
Columbia. Vinson served on the Court of Appeals for the Dis-
trict of Columbia from 1938 until 1943 when President
Roosevelt appointed him Chief Justice of the United States
Emergency Court of Appeals.

Judge Vinson resigned from the Court of Appeals on May 27,
1943 to accept appointment as Director of the Office of Eco-
nomic Stabilization, with service from May 28, 1943 until
March 4, 1945. On March 5, 1945 he was appointed Federal
Loan Administrator and on April 2, 1945 became Director of
the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion.

Vinson did have a personal life. He married Roberta Dixon
on January 24, 1923 and the children born to their marriage
were Frederick Moore Vinson and James Robert Vinson. He did
his utmost to be a good husband and father in spite of the con-
stant responsibilities and pressures of public life.

While in Congress he developed a close friendship with Sen-
ator Harry S. Truman. This friendship continued, deepened
and broadened during the time that Truman was Vice Presi-
dent. The death of President Roosevelt placed immediate stress
and pressure on Vice President Truman, and one of the in-
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dividuals now President Truman turned to for advice was Fred
M. Vinson.

Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morganthau, Jr. and Presi-
dent Truman had differences of opinion on various matters
and policies. This ultimately resulted in Morganthau's resigna-
tion only a few months after Truman became President of the
United States. President Truman requested Vinson to fill the
vacancy. Vinson agreed and President Truman appointed him
Secretary of the Treasury on July 23, 1945. He served ably as
Secretary of the Treasury for approximately one year.

President Truman was considering the appointment of a
highly qualified individual to be Chief Justice of the United
States Supreme Court. It is apparent that he considered Vinson
from the start because of Vinson's long experience in the House
of Representatives, his judicial experience as Associate Justice
of the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia and as
Chief Judge of the Emergency Court of Appeals, and his exten-
sive service and experience in the executive branch of the
government. President Truman nominated Secretary of the
Treasury Fred M. Vinson to be Chief Justice of the Supreme
Court of the United States of America and Vinson was
confirmed by the United States Senate on June 20, 1946. Chief
Justice Vinson assumed his responsibilities and duties im-
mediately thereafter.

At the time the United States Supreme Court was not func-
tioning well as a result of feuds and doctrine disagreements.
The situation was so bad that some of the Supreme Court
justices would not even speak to each other. This was the situa-
tion that confronted Chief Jus-
tice Vinson who used his tact
and mediation skills to enable
the justices to resolve their per-
sonal differences.

The Truman-Vinson friend-
ship was extremely close. The
families spent vacations together
as well as a great number of fa-
mily dinners at the White House.
It was reported that Truman and
Vinson talked to each other in
lengthy personal and telephone
conversations at night and in the
early morning hours. They each
valued the opinions of the other
and sought such opinions and
input on a variety of matters.
Vinson was considered to have
been in the "top ten of the
Truman inner circle

I was quite impressed with the
description of Chief Justice
Vinson: "Physically . . . he was a
tall, large, vigorous man with
gray hair, blue eyes, deep lines in
his face, dark circles under his
eyes and shaggy eyebrows. He
looked like an extremely dig-
nified sheep with a hangover, but
he was not at all like a sheep and he never had a hangover. He
was genial, affable and kindly, hearty and sincere, amiable and
unaffected . . . a dignified man of grave demeanor, calm judg-
ment, a great amount of patience with a common sense ap-
proach to hard problems, together with a hard working nature,

a canny and logical mind and great political knowhow" (The

New York Times, 8 Sept. 1953).
Chief Justice Vinson died of a heart attack on September 8,

1953. He was only 63 years of age. His accomplishments were
recognized in his lifetime. He had received many awards and
honors, among which were the Presidential Medal of Merit and
Distinguished Service Medal. He held Doctorate Degrees from
Centre College, University of Kentucky, Mercer University,
Bethany College, Princeton, University of Louisville and Dick-
inson College.

Collectors of notes with the signature of Fred M. Vinson as
Secretary of the Treasury have a collectible steeped in many
facets of the history of the United States. The fact that he was
"born in a jail" to a family of very modest means, suffered the
death of his father before he could get to know him, and
earned money for education the hard way, makes his accom-
plishments and achievements even more impressive. Vinson
applied himself to excel at all levels.

Collectors of United States paper money who desire to col-
lect one each of all of the notes issued with the facsimile signa-
ture of the Secretary of the Treasury Fred M. Vinson have a goal
set for themselves that would be admirable to pursue and
would also be quite expensive. The notes with the facsimile sig-
nature of Secretary Vinson consist of the LEGAL TENDER
$2-1928E and $5-1928D; SILVER CERTIFICATES $1-1935B,
$5-1934B, $10-1934B; FEDERAL RESERVE NOTES $5, $10, $20,
$50, $100, $500, $5,000 and $10,000, all 1934B. This could
make a most impressive collection, with denominations

ranging from $1 through and
including $10,000. The records
set forth that although there
were notes issued in the $5,000
and $10,000 denominations
with the signature of Secretary
Vinson, there were no $1,000
notes issued.

Collectors with unlimited
financial means who desire to
collect the $10,000 1934B note
with Vinson signature will dis-
cover that only 24 such notes
were printed. and these were is-
sued only for the New York
District. The $5,000 1934B
notes with the Vinson signa-
ture were issued only for the
Boston and New York District.
The records show that 1,200
were issued for the Boston Dis-
trict and a mere 12 for the New
York District.

The face value alone would
price these notes out of the
practical range for all but a few
collectors. But, adding the
rarity factor, it could well be
that these notes would make

an interesting and difficult pursuit for those collectors who de-
sire such notes, and who can afford to pay the price once such
notes are located.

The $500 1934B notes with the Vinson signature will also
prove to be elusive and expensive. These notes were printed
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only for the Atlanta District, with the quantity printed under
2,500 notes. The other Federal Reserve denomination notes
should be available in the 1934B Series with the Vinson signa-
ture without too much difficulty, in various conditions, with
prices not being overly expensive.

The Legal Tender 1928E and the $5 1928D are available with
some searching at fairly reasonable cost, although fairly expen-
sive in top grades. The "Star Notes" are elusive and quite ex-
pensive.

The $1 1935B Silver Certificates are available in grades up to
top grades at rather reasonable prices. The 1934B $10 Silver Cer-
tificates are difficult and expensive in both regular issue and "star"
notes. The $5 1934B is available and reasonably priced in regular
issue, but is more elusive and expensive as "Star" notes.

Collecting the Vinson notes could be a lifetime pursuit for the
specialty collector. A completed collection of such notes would
be most impressive, but not quite as impressive as Vinson him-
self and his accomplishments.

Vinson accomplished many projects during his one year of
service as Secretary of the Treasury. Two of the most important
were the establishment of the International Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development and the International Monetary Fund.

Any individuals with unusual notes with the signature of Fred
M. Vinson in the capacity of Secretary of the Treasury are re-
quested to transmit such information to Jack H. Fisher, 3123
Bronson Boulevard, Kalamazoo, Michigan 49008. Information
so obtained will be shared with the numismatic-syngraphic com-
munity. ■

Syngfaphic Vignetteb

by ROBERT H. LLOYD

As mentioned some months ago, the 1920s was a great time to
start collecting paper money. Not only did foreign notes be-
come every day experiences for the first time for many
Americans (the notes were being hawked on street corners),
but our own paper money was going through lasting changes.

For those collecting paper money, the 1920s witnessed: (1)
the retirement of the Federal Reserve Bank notes of 1915 and
1918; (2) the last emissions of $10 and $20 greenbacks; (3) the
last releases of silver certificates in $2, $20 and $50 values; (4)
the release of stored gold certificates, and a new series of them
dated 1922 with a legal tender clause added; (5) four new de-
signs, which were to be the last of the large-size notes desig-
nated Series of 1923; (6) minor changes in national bank notes
wherein the district letter and the Treasury serial number were
omitted; (7) the passing of the final national bank notes Series
1882 (1908) the "value backs"; (8) alteration of the face plates
of lower value Federal Reserve notes, which moved the seal to-
ward the center of the right and left half of the notes; (9) for the
very observing, the starting over of the back plate number loca-
tions on U.S. notes and certificates; and (10) the printing of the
new series of small-size notes, Series of 1928, given to the
public on July 10, 1929.

The writer became aware of these changes while handling
notes in the course of his employment, and the study of the
Treasury figures in the Monthly Circulation Statement.

Most of our currency catalogs are check lists, but several give
short histories of the different classes of currency. For those of
you who might wish a better vision of this dynamic decade, the
following table is submitted. The period is from 1917 when
World War I caused many changes, to the late 1920s, when cur-
rency came under the control of the Federal Reserve Board as
well as the Treasury.

Decreasing in use 	 The Period 1917-1920 	 Increasing in use

$50 $10 $20 $50 $100 1 United States notes 	 $1 $2
$1 $2 $5 $10 $20 2 	Silver certificates
$10 $20 $50 $100 3 	Gold certificates
$20 $50 4 	Federal Reserve Bank notes $1 $2 $5 $10

Federal Reserve notes 	 all denominations

The Period 1921-1924
$1 $50	 United States notes 	 $5 $10 $20
$10 $20 $50 	 Silver certificates 	 $1 $2 $5

Gold certificates 	 all denominations
$1 $2 $5 $10 $20 $50 Federal Reserve Bank notes

Federal Reserve notes 	 all denominations

The Period 1925-1928
$1 $10 $20
	

United States notes 	 $2 $5
$2 $5
	

Silver certificates 	 $1
Federal Reserve notes 	 all denominations

I Impounded by the Treasury to increase Series 1917 $1, $2
2 Impounded in part due to melting of silver dollars, Pittman Act.
3 Impounded by Federal Reserve to protect gold reserves in vaults.

Taken in to replace with small bills to meet demands of business.

The total amount of U.S. notes was fixed by law in 1879,
when Congress, in response to popular outcry, ceased retiring
greenbacks.

The total amounts of certificates was limited to the amount
of gold coin and silver dollars held in the Treasury. Ending the
wartime impoundments placed a few higher value silver certi-
ficates in circulation in 1920 and 1921.

National bank notes are not included in the preceding table.
There was a gradual decrease in total as banks were liquidated
or converted to state banks.

Federal Reserve notes increased almost every year, proving
them to be less "elastic" a currency than promised, and they be-
came our principal inflationary issue.
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