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QUASI-GOVERNMENT
CHECKS
by FORREST W. DANIELS

T HERE is a class of United States government obligations
a step below monetary currency, checks and other direct
payment forms of federal funds. These are checks

drawn by federal officers on private funds, or on private ac-
counts of federal funds. A few examples will illustrate this class
of payment forms.

But first, some expansion of the intermediary class of pay-
ment forms may be useful. Neil Shafer's column in the August
1991 Bank Note Reporter illustrates and defines several of the
wide variety of government checks. There are, of course, many
others, even down to a handwritten draft drawn March 7, 1865,
on a U.S. Army quartermaster agent by a Civil War forage
officer for payment of $200 from his "Hay account!'The Official
Business postal cover in which that draft was mailed has five
red wax seals with the impression of an Indian head one-cent
piece.

Other unusual direct government payment forms include
Drawback Certificates of the Custom House Collector's Office
(PAPER MONEY, No. 47, 1973), and Department of Agriculture
Commodity Credit Corporation Commodity Certificates,
known as PIK (payment in kind) certificates. The latter come in
both lithograph and intaglio printed forms. Undoubtedly
there are many other printed forms to represent payment by
various other agencies of the federal government.

Before leaving government checks, here is an informative
anecdote. Contemporary government checks have an expiry
date for cashing. So when a low-value Social Security adjust-
ment check was uncashed after that date, a telephone call came
to the payee asking if the check had been received, cashed or
whatever. The check monitor was informed the check had been
placed in a numismatic collection and would not be cashed. It
was a first for that explanation—for that caller, at least.

Now to the subject of this story: quasi-government checks
for non-government money and its reverse. These are only
three examples of an unknown number; they are from the Rail-
road Administration, the Secretary of War and the Post Office
Department.

United States Railroad Administration

When the United States entered World I the movement of mili-
tary freight was a problem for the government. Delay and
growing congestion resulted from lack of cooperation between
the many railroad companies, uncoordinated schedules,
round-about routing and lack of standardized methods. There
was also the threat of a strike by rail workers to demand an
eight-hour work day. The government decided to take over full
operation of the carriers and Secretary of the Treasury William
G. McAdoo was appointed director general of the United States
Railroad Administration with "paramount authority" in all
matters pertaining to railroad transportation effective De-
cember 29, 1917.

Operation of the railroads was placed on a common needs
basis rather than any advantage to, or competition between,
the several corporations. Steps were taken to pool cars,
locomotive and repair facilities, and terminals. More efficiency
resulted from standardization in construction of freight cars
and locomotives and classification of freight. The results
produced by federal operation of the system as a single line
made a great impression on both government administrators
and railroad management. It resulted in legislative action in
1920 to provide better balance in the nation's railroad
operation.

One reference says that federal control of the rail system
lasted twenty-two months; the next sentence says that in
twenty-six months the loss to the government was a billion
dollars. The bill, of course, was paid by the nation's taxpayers.

It is obvious that regional headquarters and payment centers
were established in several hub cities. A salary check, denomi-
nated a draft, drawn by "Federal Treasurer" C.P. Nash at the St.
Paul Union Depot, and payable through the First National
Bank, St. Paul, is representative of this class of obligations.
Since the Railroad Administration was an official agency of the
government, however temporary, the quasi-ness of the checks
may not stand rigorous scrutiny.

Salary check of the United States Railroad Administration, St. Paul Union Depot.
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Montgomery Ward & Co. refund check issued under the authority of the Secretary of Wan.

Special Representative of the Secretary of War, Custodian
The management of Montgomery Ward & Co., under Chair-
man Sewell Avery, carried on a long controversy with federal
agencies set up to regulate wages and prices during World War
II. In a confrontation related to a strike, in April 1944, Mr. Avery
was carried bodily from his office by two soldiers; a photo-
graph of the ejection was a prize news picture of the year. An
under-secretary of commerce was placed in charge of the com-
pany at that time.

On December 28, 1944, the army, under a presidential order,
took over Montgomery Ward property in Chicago and six other
cities: Detroit, St. Paul, Denver, Jamaica, NY, Portland, OR, and
San Rafael, CA. The reason given was that strikes had occurred
at several war plants, and if any other strikes followed it could
seriously impair the entire war price and stabilization pro-
gram. Another strike was threatened at Wards and the War
Labor Board ordered the company to negotiate with one of its
unions; the company refused, contending that Wards was not
a war plant and that the WLB's directive to grant certain union
demands were advisory, not compulsory. President Roosevelt
sent in the troops.

During the occupation of Montgomery Ward & Co., business
was carried on as usual under supervision of the Special
Representative of the Secretary of War, Custodian. One of the
specific duties of the Special Representative was to make re-
funds for overages sent by mail-order customers in the form of
refund checks and those were issued in the name of H.F. Gillie,
Captain F.D. (Possibly Fiscal Department.)

The refund checks were payable through Continental Illinois
National Bank and Trust Company, Chicago, and often were
for amounts less than a dollar with the cents value imprinted

on the form. Similar refund checks may have been issued from
other occupied mail order centers with other signatures and
drawn on other banks.

Postmaster's Account For Postal Funds

Perhaps the widest scattering of public funds was held in thou-
sands of postmasters' accounts in as many local banks. Security
for the postal funds was paramount and postmasters were per-
sonally responsible for them.

In cities and towns where there was no designated deposi-
tory for post office funds, postmasters were authorized to open
an account for temporary deposits in a national or state bank
of his choice. The account was to be held in the name of "Post
Office Department, by    , Postmaster!'
Checks could be drawn on the account only for payment of
specified accounts or remittance of surplus funds to a deposi-
tory office. Postmasters who had no special bank account made
their remittances in cash.

The postmaster at Sykeston, North Dakota, had an account
in the Sykeston State Bank before it closed in 1929. Only a few
cancelled checks and the last pad of unused checks have sur-
vived as evidence. They show only two payees: the postmaster
and the bank. The postmaster's twice-a-month check covered
his salary, rent for the postoffice building, which he owned and
clerk hire; checks to the bank were for drafts to pay for stamps
ordered and to remit surplus funds to the state depository post-
master for third- and fourth-class post offices at Fargo. The last
check was drawn on January 17, 1929, to remit $124.30 of
surplus funds; $48.91 was left in the account. Later deposits of
stamp and money order funds brought the balance to $116.91
when the bank closed on Tuesday, January 22.
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chance that any notes of the bank survived. At least we can
enjoy the specimen preserved at the National Numismatic Col-
lection at the Smithsonian.
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CHECKS (Continued from page 5)

After the bank closed remittances were made by cash and
registered mail. Regulations required each bill be listed by type,
serial number and denomination and that a duplicate list be
retained. Two surviving 1935 stamp orders totalling $150 en-
closed eight Federal Reserve notes (one Chicago, seven Min-
neapolis), a $20 Farmers National Bank, Hutchinson,
Minnesota, and $10 First National Bank, Minneapolis. A
$32.48 order for envelopes enclosed a $20 Pacific National
Bank, Seattle; a Federal Reserve note; two silver certificates and
forty-eight cents in coin.

Rules relating to all transactions relating to the care and
transfer of all postal funds are defined in Postal Laws and Regula-
tions (GPO 1932). PL&R was the supreme law for every post-
master, so almost every town with a bank had a postmaster's
account for temporary deposits. Most of the accounts were
small; surplus funds were those more than $100 for third-class
offices and $50 for fourth-class. It is quite possible some post-
masters drew checks directly to the depository postmaster or
the stamp sales office rather than to the bank for a draft;
without other examples there is no proof, however.

Most of the cancelled postmasters' checks must have been
destroyed when a postmaster relinquished his job, or the bank
closed; or preserved in this case when the post office moved to
new quarters and the outdated forms were abandoned in the
building owned by the previous postmaster. ■
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