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BROWN BACKS
A Cheap and Open Design

by PETER HUNTOON

You are probably quite proud of that Series of 1882 brown back that
you just spent too much of your hard earned money to hoard away.
Here is a most interesting perspective from the past from a person very
close to the situation.

January 11, 1888

Hon. W. L. Trenholm
Comptroller of the Currency

Sir:
I duly received your letter of the 10th ultimo requesting me

to furnish you with the information which will enable you to
lay before Congress an estimate of the cost of preparing new
plates and currency of the series of 1882 for 796 national bank
which are still entitled to receive notes of the series of 1875, and
stating that to print a fresh supply of currency for them about
300,000 sheets of paper will be required, and also your letter of
the 20th ultimo in which you state that you think it will be safe
to make my estimate for 1,149 new plates for these banks, and
that the estimate for the cost of these plates and 300,000 sheets
of paper and the printing of the same will be in addition to the
estimates for plates and printing submitted to Congress by me
for the current needs of the next fiscal year.

In reply I beg to say that a careful calculation shows that the
cost of preparing the additional number of face plates and of
printing the additional number of sheets of national currency
of the series of 1882 mentioned by you will be $42,579.60,
which should be distributed among the three appropriations
for the support of this Bureau as follows:

Compensation of employees $26,329.10
Plate printing 5,250.50
Materials and miscellaneous expenses 11,000.00

I beg to say, however, that if any steps are to be taken in the
direction of making notes of all the national banks uniform in
design, the most desirable course, in my opinion, will be to dis-

card the brown backs of the series of 1882, and to replace them
with backs of the design used on the series of 1875. The backs
of the series of 1875 are printed in two colors, and consist of a
green border of lathe-work and ornamental work, embracing
denominational counters and the legend, and of an engraving
of some appropriate subject from American history beautifully
engraved and printed in black. The two colors afford a pleasing
contrast, while the two printings and the quality of the work
furnish excellent protection against counterfeiting. In the
backs of the series of 1882 the old borders have been retained,
but the beautiful black vignettes have been dropped, and the
space formerly occupied by them has been filled in with geo-
metric lathe-work of a cheap and open design. This lathe-work
affords little protection against counterfeiting, inasmuch as it
is cut directly on the bed-piece so as to print the dark lines,
while, in order to insure the best protection from this class of
work, it should be reverse, so as to show the white lines. These
backs are printed in brown ink, and over the lathe-work
covering the center of the plate the charter number of the bank
is printed in green ink from brass dies on an ordinary power
press. The combination of the two printings is ugly in the ex-
treme. It does not furnish adequate security against counter-
feiting, and it is greatly inferior to the backs of the series of 1875
which it replaced. I therefore earnestly urge that, if the neces-
sary appropriation can be obtained, the two plate printings of
the old design be restored. If necessary, in order to distinguish
the backs of the notes issued under this proposition from those
of the series of 1875, the color of the border may be changed
from green to some other appropriate color. To carry into affect
this suggestion would require for the next fiscal year an ap-
propriation of $12,000 additional to that for which an estimate
is submitted above, making a total appropriation of
$54,579.60, distributed under the following heads:

Compensation of employees 	 $26,329.10
Plate printing 	 14,650.50
Materials and miscellaneous expenses 	 13,600.00
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The appropriation of this amount, in addition to that for
which estimates have already been submitted to Congress,
would not only provide for the additional plates and printing
required to carry into effect your recommendation for doing
away with the distinction between the notes of the series of
1875 and those of the series of 1882, but would enable the Bu-
reau to place two printings upon the backs of all national bank
notes printed after the first of July next.

I suggest, also, that whether or not any other change be made
in the printing of the backs of the national currency, the coats-
of-arms of the several states and territories be omitted, and
replaced with a design uniform for all notes of the same
denomination, no matter where the bank by which they are to
be issued may be situated. The retention of these coats-of-arms
requires the preparation of separate back plates for each
denomination, or combination of denominations, for each
state and territory in which there is a national bank; the
keeping on hand of a stock of backs printed from each of these
plates, and the keeping of the accounts necessary to show the
state of these several stocks, without any compensation advan-
tage to the banks or to the public.

Respectfully yours,
Edward 0. Graves
Chief of Bureau

SOURCE OF LETTER:

Bureau of Engraving and Printing, various dates, Correspondence to and
from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing: U. S. National Archives,
Washington, DC. ■

The

Starts Here
A Primer for Collectors

by GENE HESSLER

C OLONIAL currency as a collecting topic was discussed
in a previous issue of this journal; two notes from
Maryland were mentioned. You probably already

know that this first paper money experiment in early America
ended in disaster. Due to inflation that accompanied and fol-
lowed the American Revolution, colonial and Continental cur-
rency ultimately was worth a fraction of the original amount;
most of it became worthless.

A second paper money experiment took place in the 19th
century with roots that began in the end of the 18th century.
Many of these note-issuing banks failed or, in order to retain
their privilege to issue notes, joined the National Banking
System in 1863. By 1866 this colorful period that created over
3,000 banks, which produced 30,000 or more varieties of notes,
came to an end.

We generally call bank notes and merchant scrip from this
period obsolete notes, or broken bank notes, since many of
these banks went broke. However, the results of this disaster
has presented the collector with thousands of collecting possi-
bilities. True, many of these notes are rare and might cost
hundreds of dollars. However, coins of equal rarity would com-
mand thousands of dollars.

From these notes you are only limited by your imagination
as to what and how you want to collect. Again, before you col-
lect, take a look at the Standard Catalog of United States Obsolete
Bank Notes 1782-1866, by James A. Haxby. This four-volume
work is expensive, about $200. However, you can suggest that
your local library purchase it.

If you are interested in one state only, you could purchase
one of the books published by the Society of Paper Money Col-
lectors. The number of states covered thus far is approaching
25. These books are now being sold by Classic Coins, P.O. Box
95, Allen, MI 49227.

Introductory booklets, Collecting U.S. Obsolete Currency and
The Wonderful World of Paper Money are available for $2 each
from the Professional Currency Dealers Association, P.O. Box
573, Milwaukee, WI 53201. These 32- and 48-page booklets will
give you plenty of ideas about collecting bank notes, including
notes with topical subjects: Indians, trains, horses, ships, etc.

Obsolete bank notes are collectible from 34 states. In the
first column of this series two colonial notes from Maryland
were mentioned. If you wanted to add to a Maryland collec-
tion, consider notes issued by the Allegany County Bank. Some
$1, $2, $5 and $10 notes, in excellent condition, will cost less
than $25, half that amount if you are not particular about con-
dition.

The $2 note has an engraving of The Calmady Children by Sir
Thomas Lawrence (1769-1830). This is just one example of
many paintings that have been engraved for use on paper
money. Joseph P. Ourdan is credited with this engraving. This
same engraving appears on at least 17 other obsolete bank
notes: a separate collecting challenge. Another inexpensive
note that includes The Calmady Children in the design is the $3
note from the Beverly Bank in New Jersey. (See "The Calmady
Children" by David Ray Arnold, Jr. in the Nov./Dec. 1988 issue
of PAPER MONEY)

(Continued on page 157)
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