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"HONEST JOHN BURKE"
and

The Number One Sheet of
The 1899 $2 Silver Certificates

by JACK H. FISHER, © NLG

T HE $2 United States silver certificates are fascinating
collectibles. All series and denominations of United
States notes have their own personality, history and

mystery, and $2 silver certificates are no exception. Many col-
lectors develop specific attachment and affection for the $2
denomination notes for varied reasons even though these $2
notes are not commonly used or accepted by the general public
in the United States for daily use in commercial transactions.

Large-size silver certificate $2 notes were issued with dates of
1886, 1891, 1896 and 1899. All of these $2 silver certificates in-
trigue me, but the variety of 1899 issues were of special intrigue
when I first commenced collecting United States paper money.
The 1899 $2 silver certificates have the portrait of President
George Washington on the face of the note, which immediately
caught my attention because I was familiar with seeing the por-
trait of President George Washington only on $1 United States
paper money.

I soon learned that there were ten different signature combi-
nations of the Registers of the Treasury and the Treasurers of
the United States on these 1899 $2 silver certificates. This
meant that I had to obtain ten different 1899 $2 silver certi-
ficates to have a complete collection. In addition to the ten
necessary notes I sought and acquired special serial numbers to
add interest and spice in this specialized collection.

One special acquisition was the number one sheet of 1899
$2 silver certificates with serial numbers N1, N2, N3 and N4
with the signature combination of Register of the Treasury
Houston B. Teehee and United States Treasurer John Burke. I
wanted to learn the history of this cut sheet from the time it
was printed to the time that I purchased it. I originally assumed
that this number one sheet might have been a presentation
sheet to Treasurer Burke.

The more I learned about John Burke, the more I respected
him. I would have been honored to have him as my friend. He
was a truly gifted and honorable man.

John Burke was born in Sigourney (later Harper), Iowa, on
February 23, 1859. His parents were Irish Catholic immigrants
who were respected farmers. They taught him religious values
along with respect for people of all backgrounds and beliefs.
They also taught him the work ethic and to strive for advanced
education to better serve out his life as a productive and
honorable person.

He was often compared to President Abraham Lincoln be-
cause of his high ethical standards, as well as his lanky and
rugged physical appearance. Burke obtained his law degree and
practiced law in Iowa for a short time before settling in North
Dakota.

Portrait of U.S. Treasurer John Burke with his personal autograph.
(Courtesy North Dakota History Society)

Burke served in all branches of North Dakota government:
County Judge, States Attorney, State Representative, State Sen-
ator and then as Governor from 1907 to 1913. His service was
reported to have been without blemish.

The Democratic Party seriously considered him as their can-
didate for President of the United States in 1912. He had be-
come Governor for three terms as a Democrat in a Republican
state, which greatly impressed Democrats from all over the
country. He withdrew his candidacy in favor of Woodrow
Wilson. Burke refused the offer to be the vice-presidential can-
didate. He did agree to accept the offer of Wilson to be Treas-
urer of the United States, and he ably served in that capacity for
eight years. The fact that he was a U.S. Treasurer for eight years
brought me to the conclusion that he had probably assembled
a superb collection of United States paper money bearing his
signature as U.S. Treasurer.
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Number one cut sheet of $2 1899 silver certificates with the signature combination of Register of the Treasury Houston B.
Teehee and U.S. Treasurer John Burke and serial numbers N1, N2, N3 and N4.
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I learned that he had suffered a severe financial disaster
about one year after leaving the office of U.S. Treasurer. He had
intended to return to North Dakota to practice law, but instead
accepted the offer to join a brokerage firm in New York. He in-
vested his life savings in this brokerage firm. About a year later
the brokerage firm declared bankruptcy with liabilities
reported about $1,500,000 and assets of only about $150,000.
He was not at fault in any manner, except that he had entered
into a field that was not within his area of expertise and he
trusted some untrustworthy individuals who were the prin-
cipals in this brokerage firm.

Burke informed the bankruptcy court that even though the
court had declared him to be without guilt, fault or having any
personal liability for the obligations of the bankrupt brokerage
firm, he was determined to help the creditors. He insisted on
contributing his remaining assets, which included his paid-up
life insurance. It was reported that this financial gesture
reduced his finances to the point where he had only 80 cents.
He was a proud man, but friends prevailed upon him to accept
some temporary loans to enable him to return to North
Dakota to practice law.

This personal history convinced me that had John Burke ob-
tained any special U.S. notes or sheets with his signature as U.S.
Treasurer, he would not have retained him. My assumption
then has to be that this number one sheet of $2 silver certi-
ficates did not come down from the John Burke family to ulti-
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mately enter the numismatic-syngraphic community. I would
very much like to know the history and pedigree of this sheet.
I only know that the owner before me is now deceased.

My research made me curious as to what ultimately hap-
pened to John Burke. I already knew that he had married Mary
Kane in 1891, and that they had three children. The financial
disaster was in the period of 1922-23, at which time he was
sixty three years of age.

The courage and "right stuff' was there in John Burke to start
over in the practice of law in North Dakota to support his fa-
mily plus to repay his loans. He was so respected for his ability
and integrity that the North Dakota Bar and general public
made it known that he was wanted and needed on the North
Dakota Supreme Court.

Burke was elected with a substantial majority, and he served
on the North Dakota Supreme Court until his death in 1937.
He was Chief Justice when he died. He was known throughout
his life as "Honest John Burke" He was truly remarkable in both
his many professional and personal accomplishments from his
early childhood right up to and including the year of his death.

His statue is on the grounds of the North Dakota Capitol. It
was said about him at the unveiling of the statue that he was
"an able lawyer, a wise judge, a fearless governor, a good citizen,
a model husband and father" and "his life in the history of our
State is unsurpassed!'

It is requested that anyone with information about this
number one sheet of 1899 $2 silver certificates contact me at
3123 Bronson Boulevard, Kalamazoo, Michigan 49008. All
such information will be shared with the numismatic-
syngraphic community.
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Statue of "Honest John Burke" on the grounds of the North Dakota State Cap-
itol with the statement on the base of the statue=THE HONORABLE JOHN
BURKE OF NORTH DAKOTA—LEGISLATOR—GOVERNOR—SUPREME
COURT JUSTICE—TREASURER OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMER-
ICA:' (Courtesy North Dakota Historical Society)
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