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Our Heritage in Documents

Researching National Banks
and Bank Notes

by JACK H. FISHER, © 1992

M Y interest in collecting and researching coins, paper
money, and stamps extends back to my early child-
hood in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where I was fortu-

nate to have a city library within one block of my home. I
began my research to provide facts and information not avail-
able through conventional sources on paper money, coins, cur-
rency systems, government and government officials, central
banks, private and national banks, legislation, and related sub-
jects. Countries of special interest were Canada, the Middle
East countries (especially British Palestine [Mandate Period] ),
and the United States. I also have many specialized areas of in-
terest within these countries: for example, on various notes and
note-issuing banks in my home town of Kalamazoo and my
second home town of South Haven, Michigan.

The authority of these banks to function as national banks was
pursuant to the acts of the United States Congress of 1863 and
1864. National bank notes were issued by approximately four-
teen thousand different national banks from 1863 until 1935.
It has been estimated that these chartered national banks issued
about $17 billion in denominations from $1 to and including
$1,000. In addition to these notes, the federal government also
issued paper money such as silver certificates, legal tender notes,
coin notes, Federal Reserve notes, and gold certificates, which cir-
culated side by side with the national bank notes.

National bank notes are so varied and diverse that collectors
of paper money often express the opinion that such national
bank notes are among the most interesting issues of the United
States paper money. Collectors acquire national bank notes in

South Haven, Michigan, the author's second home town, had only one bank that issued national bank notes. His search for
a South Haven note lasted twenty years, and he now has two of three known notes issued by The First National Bank of South
Haven. The back shows the Landing of the Pilgrims.
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varied ways and for varied reasons. Some collect such notes is-
sued by banks that operated in the home town, home state,
home county, or region of the collector. Other collectors seek
notes issued by banks or cities that contain the collector's name
or country of origin. Some collectors seek notes issued in cer-
tain bank charter periods, such as first charter period notes;
others specialize in the notes of the second charter period or
the third charter period. The designs of the national bank notes
were different for each of these charter periods. This is one of
the reasons that so many serious paper money collectors are at-
tracted to national bank notes.

The passage of the National Banking Acts of 1863 and 1864
authorized the federal government to grant charters for banks
to function as national banks provided they met certain finan-
cial and other requirements. These banks were then supervised
by the federal government. Each bank was granted a charter
number and the name that had been requested and cleared
prior to the granting of the charter.

My grandparents arrived in the city of Kalamazoo shortly
after 1900, and my grandfather, Max Fisher, selected as the
Fisher family bank The Kalamazoo National Bank, which was
granted charter number 3211. I have a special interest in this
bank and its national notes. It was one of four Kalamazoo na-
tional banks issuing national bank notes.

National banks issued these national bank notes after they
received their charters. They could issue national bank notes in
amounts not to exceed 90 percent of the par value of United
States government securities, which each chartered bank was
required to deposit with the federal government as security for
the national bank notes it intended to issue. The national bank
notes issued by each individual bank had the name of the bank
printed on each note, the location of the bank, signatures of
the bank president and cashier, signatures of the federal
Treasury officials, the denomination, and the coat of arms of
the state on the back. Notes were issued in different denomina-
tions depending on charter period of issue, but in one charter
period or another, notes were issued in denominations of $1,
$2, $5, $10, $20, $50, $100, $500, and $1,000.

These national bank notes were valid paper money all over
the United States, even though they were issued by many
different individual banks. All national bank notes were
produced by the federal government with production proce-
dures virtually the same as for the federal Treasury issues of
paper money. The designs on the national bank notes were the
same for all of the national banks for each denomination for
each series in each charter period. The only difference was that
the issuing bank had its own name, charter number (after the
original series), officers' signatures, and other features noted
above. Designs were changed from time to time for the first,
second, and third charter periods. These national bank notes
are still valid and can still be redeemed at face value.

The enjoyment of collecting national bank notes is en-
hanced by learning about the issuing bank from the time it was
organized up to the time that it ceased to operate as a result of
liquidation, merger, or absorption by another bank. It is also
enjoyable to obtain facts pertaining to national note-issuing
banks still in operation from the time of organization to date.

Sources to obtain information about such national banks
are varied. I contacted libraries, historical societies, existing
banks, and many individuals in the area where the national
bank note-issuing bank operated or continues to operate. Pur-
suit for facts and material through these sources resulted in
some success, but in the main the results were insufficient and

inadequate. My research usually turned to the vast resources of
the National Archives. I obtained information and copies of
papers ranging from the correspondence to and from the or-
ganizers of each bank prior to and after organization through
to the actual organization documents, bank examiners' reports,
bank and government correspondence relative to the opera-
tion of the bank, and liquidation and related papers. The banks
I researched for many years were banks that ceased to exist be-
fore 1900 or ceased to exist between 1900 and 1935.

It would require writing a lengthy book to set forth all of the
varied bank research projects I have successfully concluded to
date through the utilization of the National Archives. For this
article I have selected several research projects as representative
illustrations: The First National Bank of South Haven,
Michigan, and The Citizens National Bank of Winchester,
Kentucky.

The First National Bank of South Haven, Michigan, was and
is extremely important to me. It is the only national note-
issuing bank that had operated in South Haven. Very few of the
bank notes issued by this bank survived redemption or destruc-
tion. I searched for about twenty years before I was actually
able to locate and acquire even one of its national bank notes.
The acquired note is the $1 denomination with serial
number 38.

I have regarded South Haven as my "second home town" be-
cause my grandparents, Sussman V. Gerber and Hattie Gerber,
owned and operated a general store there for thirty-six years.
They operated the store by themselves, but in the busy summer
season, I was the only employee. My duties over the years in-
cluded trips to the bank for deposits, change, and other er-
rands. The bank was only one-half block from the store. Their
bank was the successor bank to The First National Bank of
South Haven, so I was aware of this note-issuing bank from a
very early age.

My varied sources produced information that The First Na-
tional Bank of South Haven received charter number 1823
from the comptroller of the currency on May 22, 1871. It then
functioned as a national bank in South Haven, and it had the
authority to issue national bank notes. It issued 4,500 $1, 1,500
$2, and 12,500 $5 original issue notes plus 14,696 $5 1875 se-
ries notes. Federal records indicate that only $782 had not been
redeemed as of 1910. There is no way of knowing how many
notes may have been destroyed by fire or other causes. I know
of no notes redeemed since 1910, and only three notes are
known to exist at this time. I now own two of the three, which
includes one serial number 1 note.

This bank was chartered May 22, 1871, and was placed into
voluntary liquidation on December 31, 1889. It was succeeded
by the First State Bank of South Haven. Because this was a bank
chartered by the state of Michigan, it was not a national bank
with the authority to issue national bank notes.

The $1 note issued by The First National Bank of South
Haven with serial number 38 was issued on June 15, 1871, and
this date is printed on the note. The face of the note portrays
two young women at an altar. The back of the note portrays
"Landing of the Pilgrims"

I had many questions about the note, and some were an-
swered as a result of research in Michigan. The vast number of
unanswered questions, however, required me to utilize the
Civil Reference Branch of the National Archives. I was excited
and fascinated to obtain copies of the correspondence from
and to the organizers of this bank and the comptroller of the
currency, organizational papers, interim reports, liquidation
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reports, and other material that enabled me to have documen-
tation from the beginning to the end of this chartered national
bank. All of this material obtained from the National Archives
made me feel as a prospector for gold must feel when the
mother lode is discovered.

The $50 denomination national bank notes issued during
the first charter period are regarded as being scarce to rare. It is
commonly believed by collectors and researchers that fewer
than seventy-five such notes still exist today. It was my goal for
many years to acquire at least one $50 first charter national
bank note for my collection. My search extended over many
years, and I did not limit myself to a note issued by any specific
bank or even to any specific city or state. It seemed at times that
this search would not be successful since so few such $50 notes
escaped redemption or destruction, and many of those that are
known to exist are in museums or in private collections.

I finally succeeded in locating and acquiring a $50 original
series first charter national bank note issued by The Citizens
National Bank of Winchester, Kentucky, dated June 15, 1875.
The bank was granted charter number 2148 as of May 29, 1874.
This note is the only one known to exist issued by this bank in
the $50 denomination. I consider it rarer than most of the
other known first charter $50 notes because this note was is-
sued by a small-town southern bank in the original series while
most of the other known $50 first charter notes were issued by
northern banks with the later first charter series of 1875. The
face of this $50 note portrays George Washington crossing the
Delaware River at the left and at the right Washington kneeling

and praying. The back of the note portrays the "Embarkation of
the Pilgrims!'

My curiosity and desire for information pertaining to this
$50 note, the Kentucky issuing bank, organizers of the bank,
the community of Winchester, and all other pertinent informa-
tion was great. I received excellent cooperation from many
Kentucky sources about many aspects of Winchester, Kentucky,
but information and documents pertaining to the bank itself
were quite inadequate.

I contacted the Civil Reference Branch of the National Arch-
ives for records pertaining to The Citizens National Bank of
Winchester. It was exciting to reconstruct most of the history of
the bank through copies of the correspondence between bank
organizers and bank officials to and from the comptroller of
the currency both before and after organization, organization
papers, documents, bank examiners' reports, and papers per-
taining to the liquidation of the bank. I even learned more facts
pertaining to Dr. Washington Miller, the principal organizer of
this bank. Dr. Miller had a bank building constructed around
1887 with an ornate stone doorway sculpted with profiles of
his two daughters. I just had to know more about a bank or-
ganizer who would have the profiles of his two daughters
carved into the bank entrance while he was bank president.
The building is no longer a bank, but the ornate entrance with
the two profiles of the girls still exists today.

I integrated all of the material I obtained from the National
Archives with the Kentucky research material. My enjoyment of
this rare $50 first charter note is greatly enhanced now that it

This Winchester, Kentucky, $50 first charter period note is rare. The face shows Washington Crossing the Delaware and
Prayer for Victory. The back portrays Embarkation of the Pilgrims.
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The author's paternal grandparents moved to Kalamazoo just after 1900 and became customers of The Kalamazoo National
Bank. This $5, second charter period note shows President lames Garfield.

A third charter note from the Kalamazoo National Bank and Trust Company shows President B. Harrison.

has a personality, character, and history distinct and unique from
any other $50 first charter national bank note.

For many years I researched national banks that ceased to exist
more than fifty years ago. It became obvious to me that local and
state sources where such national banks operated were usually
adequate only for information pertaining to the community
where the bank operated. These sources were usually quite in-
adequate for more detailed information and documents. The Na-
tional Archives proved to be the bonanza and gold mine for
records and documents concerning many aspects of these early
national banks from their start until the time that they ceased
to operate.

There were four national bank-note-issuing banks that oper-
ated in my "home-town" of Kalamazoo, Michigan. These con-
sisted of The Michigan National Bank of Kalamazoo (charter
1359), The City National Bank of Kalamazoo (charter 3210), The
Kalamazoo National Bank of Kalamazoo (charter 3211), and The
First National Bank of Kalamazoo (charter 191). All of these
banks ceased to exist more than fifty years ago with the excep-
tion of The First National Bank of Kalamazoo (charter 191),
which is still in operation. (The name of this bank was changed
to First National Bank and Trust Company of Kalamazoo and
currently is known as First of America Bank-Michigan.)

It was when I decided to research this currently operating
Kalamazoo bank and a number of other functioning national
banks in other states that I was informed by officials at the Na-

tional Archives that records and information pertaining to
these banks were restricted and not available. When the comp-
troller of the currency transferred these records to the custody
of the Archivist of the United States several decades ago, he im-
posed a specific restriction that limited access to most records
less than fifty years old and all records of operating institu-
tions. I requested a review of this policy.

With the passage of the Freedom of Information Act, access
to the records of the comptroller of the currency, and to all
other records of the executive branch of the federal govern-
ment, became subject to the provisions of this statute. The law
provides a statutory right of access to most records of the
government. It does recognize the need in certain specific in-
stances for keeping documents closed. Anyone researching the
records of banks should be aware that information that would
invade the privacy of an individual or hinder law enforcement
proceedings will not be released by the National Archives. In
addition, section (b)(9) of the Freedom of Information Act
prohibits the release of information "contained in or related to
examination, operating or condition reports prepared by, on
behalf of, or for the use of an agency responsible for the regula-
tion or supervision of financial institutions"

The National Archives advised me that, with the passage of
the Freedom of Information Act, some of the records of certain
still-operating national banks would no longer be withheld be-

(Continued on page 203)
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and put in service sometime after the replacement face plates
were made in August.

Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 sheets through 172043 and
10-10-10-20 sheets through 98567 had been printed prior to
December 2, when the bank was first billed for signature over-
printing. The billing record shows that 39,987 5-5-5-5 and
19,775 10-10-10-20 sheets had been overprinted, which would
make 5-5-5-5 sheet 132057 and 10-10-10-20 sheet 78793 the
first to receive Bureau overprints. The signatures on the
Chatham Phenix $20 shown here were printed from this first
Bureau plate.

A second overprinting plate was made for the bank by the
Bureau and billed to the bank by the Comptroller on March 8,
1928. Usage of it commenced with 5-5-5-5 sheet 325014 and
10-10-10-20 sheet 190649. This plate also utilized the Kaufman-
Johnston combination. However, the signatures are from
different handwriting specimens and the line weights are con-
siderably bolder. In addition, Johnston's signature is smaller. If
a third overprinting plate was made by the Bureau in October,
1928, is was identical to the second because notes printed from
it look the same.

Kaufman and Johnston's signatures were in use prior to the
Bureau plates. The most recent were overprinted by a private
contractor. These can be distinguished from the first Bureau
overprints because Kaufmann's signature on the contractor
plate is huge and very bold in comparison.

The Comptroller billed the Chatham Phenix bank an extra
$2,593.85 for the honor of being the only bank in the country
to utilize Bureau overprinted signatures between 1926 and
1929. These charges were calculated at $4 per 1,000 sheets plus
the costs for the plates. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing
charged the Comptroller's office $2,473.85 for this service. Had
the officers of the bank simply gone with their initial July 26,
1926 request to have engraved signatures added to their ex-
isting but worn plates, the bank would have incurred a onetime
charge of $284 and been done with the matter!
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A SHARP COUNTER IS THE
SCOTCH TELLER

The annual loss from wear and tear of gold coins in England by
reason of absence of small notes is almost incredible. In Scot-
land the issue of £1 notes displaces gold to a great extent, and
is almost as rare as here. The Scotch teller excells in counting
paper money. In handling gold and silver he is altogether be-
hind the age, keeping those metals before him in little old-
maidish piles which would make a London teller shriek with
derision. But in fingering a bundle of notes he is a king of men.
Placing the packets upright against his left palm and seizing the
top corner between the finger and thumb of his right hand he
will turn over the notes so quickly that an ordinary observer
will be as entirely deceived as by the three-card trick and will
probably count only sixteen or seventeen to the teller's twenty.
Then, to check his count, he will either alternate his hands, or,
placing the notes horizontally on his counter, he will count
them toward himself with the same paralyzing speed.—The
Centralia (Wis.) Enterprise and Tribune, Oct. 29, 1887.

RESEARCH (Continued from page 187)
cause the restrictions withholding such records had now
changed. Researchers who were informed in the past that cer-
tain national bank records were required to be withheld from
them as a result of these prior specific restrictions should now
apply again for records that might aid their research.

The National Archives and its extremely competent and
cooperative staff have greatly enhanced my knowledge, ap-
preciation, and enjoyment of the national bank notes I have
collected by helping me obtain the records and information I
sought. I advise all collectors of national bank notes to utilize
the vast resources of the National Archives to enable them to
better appreciate and enjoy their notes.

Address letters of inquiry to Jack H. Fisher, 3123 Bronson Boulevard,
Kalamazoo, MI 49008.

This article was originally printed in the Spring 1992, Vol. 24 No. 1
issue of PROLOGUE, a quarterly of the National Archives. It is
reprinted here with permission.

IMPORTANT NOTICE TO ALL MEMBERS
If you are missing one of the issues of 1993 PAPER MONEY,
please notify the Secretary immediately.

Please indicate which issue(s) you are missing, and enclose
$3.75 for each issue.
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