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THE DEMAND NOTE SIGNER S

One of the demand notes signed by 1.W. Whelpley.

A BOUT the time J.N. Huston became Treasurer of the
United States in 1889, newspaper feature writer Walter
Wellman wrote an expansive, signature-illustrated

article about the signatures appearing on United States cur-
rency. He disclosed some information about the signers of the
old demand notes of 1861, which may not be widely known, so
a summary may have some interest.

When the demand notes were prepared it was customary for
bank notes to be signed personally by the officers holding the
titles named on the bill and a line for their signatures appeared
above their printed titles. It was self-evident that the Register of
the Treasury and the Treasurer of the United States would never
be able to sign every single note, so a staff of seventy clerks was
hired at an annual salary of $1,200 each to write their own
names in the space provided for the official signature. At first
the clerks were required to add the words "for the" after their
signatures; that extra work was eliminated when "for the" was
engraved into the plates after the earliest printings. For nine
months the note-signing clerks did nothing else until the entire
$60,000,000 was placed in circulation. Wellman emphasized
the purpose of the notes was to pay the soldiers engaged in the
"civil hostilities" and the contractors who supplied them, and
that the demand for the notes at times rose to nearly a million
dollars a day.

One of the signers, J.L. Whelpley, had risen by 1889 to the
post of Assistant Treasurer of the United States and very likely
was the source for the story. Whelpley said there were times
when the clerks worked twenty hours a day to meet the de-
mand for notes.* He said he could sign up to five thousand
notes a day, and by working into the night he could work off
seven thousand.

John Evans, another clerk, was a remarkable penman and
"the mainstay of the soldier as pay day approached"; when
pushed Evans could sign 15,000 notes in twenty-four hours
and get enough rest to start in again the following day. In order
to accomplish that feat he abbreviated his name to "J. Evans"
and wrote with "a mere dash of the pen!' His was an autograph
which a stranger could never decipher, and nobody could
counterfeit, according to the story.

Wellman reported that in 1889 only $56,000 of the
$60,030,000 (including reissues) was still outstanding and that
a few hundreds worth dribbled into the redemption bureau
each year. He stated that some of the old bills had been used to
pay off soldiers and were hoarded by them for the sake of their
associations. Money counters at the redemption bureau
reported that occasionally they received demand notes of 1861,
and greenbacks dated 1862 and 1863, which were discolored
by blood but otherwise almost like new. The clerks believed the
notes had been sewn into the uniform linings of soldiers who
had been wounded, and on recovering they took the blood-
stained greenbacks home to be preserved until compelled by
adversity to pay the notes out for the necessities of life.

As the war progressed, the demand for notes became so great
that a new series of Treasury Notes which carried printed signa-
tures replaced the hand-signed demand notes. The first printed
treasurer's signature was that of FE. Spinner. Wellman called him
"Old Spinner" several times in the article—with some imagina-
tion the initials "FE!' in Spinner's unique script can be read "Old'.'

After his appointment as United States Treasurer, one of J.N.
Huston's first duties was to write the autograph which would
appear on United States paper money. He told reporter
Wellman that in two or three days' practice he used up a lot of
paper before he chose the signature to be used.

In his Annual Report for 1862 Secretary F.E. Spinner, not specifically
of the demand note signers, wrote, "As at present organized, the force
employed and the room occupied are inadequate to the proper
transaction of public business, ... The work has been performed by
devoting not only almost every hour of each day (Sundays not ex-
cepted), but many hours of night, to continuous labor beyond the
endurance of most men. The compensation of those employed in
this office, with the present cost of living, is too small for the services
rendered, and not enough to maintain such as have families .... It
has been only by personal appeals to their patriotism, and holding
out the hope that Congress would do them justice, that some of the
best clerks have been induced to remain in this office. Others, unable
to endure the hard and long-continued labor, have succumbed and
left the office. There are at present more temporary than regular
clerks employed here, yet nearly the whole force is overworked to a
degree that cannot be continued . . . ■
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