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The Seal ge City of
NEW YORK

by STEPHEN M. GOLDBERG

On June 24, 1915, on the 250th anniversary of the crea-
tion of its current municipal government, the City of
New York adopted the corporate seal shown in Figure 1.
It is the latest version of an earlier seal granted to the city
in 1669, no definitive impression of which is extant, and
updated in 1686 and 1784. This article will discuss the
history and symbolism of the official seals, illustrating
how the English version has been used both formally on
the government issues of the Province and State of New
York and artistically, and with considerable license, on
bank notes of the city itself. An additional example will
be given of its use on a merchant's issue from the neigh-
boring city of Brooklyn.

T HE first seal ever used in what was to become New York
City was the seal of the Province of New Netherlands,
the Dutch colony initiated in 1621 when settlers under

the Dutch West India Company descended onto the site of
present day Albany. The Manhattan settlement of New Am-
sterdam began when Director-General Peter Minuit arrived on
May 4, 1626 and "bought" Manhattan Island for trade goods
worth sixty guilders, traditionally equated to twenty-four
dollars. Whether the American Indians understood the transac-
tion as a purchase in the European sense is questionable. They
may have believed only that they were receiving gifts in ex-
change for allowing the land to be shared. To put the purchase
in perspective, two ships returning to Holland in 1624 carried
the skins of 4000 beaver and 700 otter, which sold for between
twenty-five and twenty-seven thousand guilders. In 1628, the
population of New Amsterdam was recorded as 270, slightly
more than the number of persons living in the single Bronx
building I left 359 years later. Either there were no Indians
living in the settlement or they didn't count and weren't
counted.

According to the Charter of Freedoms and Exemptions of
June 7, 1629, the Dutch West India Company had complete
jurisdiction over Manhattan: the Director-General and Council
made and administered the laws with the consent of the
Directors at Amsterdam and you and I had nothing to say
about it. In 1649, a remonstrance sent to the States General of
the Netherlands, setting forth the colonists' grievances, led to
the creation, on February 2, 1653, of the first municipal govern-
ment, consisting of a schout, a sort of sheriff and prosecutor,
and a "bench of justice" with two burgomasters and five schepens,
loosely judges and jurists. For the first time New Amsterdam
had a government distinct from that of New Netherlands.

Fig. 1: The current Seal of the City of New York, as adopted in 1915.

On March 22, 1664, by our current calendar, King Charles II
granted to his brother James, Duke of York, parts of Maine and
Massachusetts, Long Island, and all the land from the Connect-
icut River to Delaware Bay. On September 8, 1664, with no re-
sistance, Director-General Peter Stuyvesant surrendered New
Netherlands to Colonel Richard Nicolls and both the province
and the Manhattan settlement were renamed New York.
Governor Nicolls ultimately disestablished the Dutch-formed
city government and on June 24, 1665, created the present one
with Thomas Willett as the city's first mayor. As a child growing
up in Flushing, I remember being taught that Stuyvesant was
the last Dutch governor but it isn't so: the Dutch reacquired the
colony on August 9, 1673, renamed the city New Orange after
their own William of Orange, and it was Governor Anthony
Colve who gave it up for good on the 10th of November, 1674.
Stuyvesant left for Holland but eventually returned to his
Bowery estate where he died in February 1672. He is buried in
the graveyard of St. Mark's Church at East 13th Street and St.
Mark's Place in the East Village section of Manhattan, pretty
much forgotten. William of Orange eventually ended up with
the whole province anyway when he left the Netherlands to be-
come King of England in 1688. Politics must have been con-
fusing in the seventeenth century, without the clarity we have
today.
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Fig. 2: The Seal of the Province of New Netherlands.

The New Netherlands seal, then, used on official documents
of New Amsterdam for a short period before 1654, is shown in
Figure 2. A beaver is displayed diagonally and is surrounded by
what might be a wampum string. The crest is a count's coronet
implying that the province was equivalent to a county, and the
whole is surrounded by a wreath. The inscription reads
"Sigillum Novi Belgii'=seal of New Belgium—and how one gets
from "New Belgium" to "New Netherlands" is not for me to say,
but it was a time when the Belgian and Dutch Netherlands
were united in the United Netherlands. United I suspect in the
sense that the states were united in the United States at the time
of Fort Sumter. The beaver, of course, represents the commer-
cial purpose of the colonization, the trade in fur and skins. It
is believed that the appearance of the animal on the seal is the
first instance of its use in heraldry and that the next two ex-
amples are the last.

In response to a request of the burgomasters and schepens, the
Directors of the Dutch West India Company wrote to Governor
Stuyvesant on May 18, 1654:

Fig. 3: The Seal of the City of New Amsterdam.

'e have decreed that a seal for the City of New Amsterdam
shall be prepared and forwarded" This seal is shown in Figure
3. Its shield displays a central vertical band upon which a ver-
tical row of three saltire crosses is arranged. To left and right are
additional bands, and a beaver provides the crest. Above the
shield is a mantle with an escutcheon that bears the monogram
G.W.C., the Dutch initials for "Chartered West India Company",
and the motto reads "Sigillum Amstelodamensis in Novo
BelgioL-seal of Amsterdam in New Belgium. The whole is again
surrounded by a wreath. The saltire crosses are found on the

seal of, and represent, the city of Amsterdam in Holland, and
the beaver, this time, represents New Netherlands. The mantle's
colors are purported to be orange, white, and indigo blue from
the top down, as flown by ships of the United Netherlands of
the period.

The New Amsterdam seal ceased to be used at the time of the
English acquisition except perhaps during the interregnum of
Governor Colve since no seal for New Orange is known to have
been created. In 1669, new seals were delivered for both the
Province and City of New York. The provincial seal does not
appear to ever have been used by the city government. It con-
sists of the shield of the House of Stuart surrounded by the
Order of the Garter. It is the city seal which would have been
the first of interest to paper money collectors except that no im-
pression remains. The fire at the State Library at Albany in
1911—one source gives 1912—which is known to have destroyed
a major collection of colonial-era small change notes seems
also to have destroyed all examples of the 1669 city seal,
reducing the wax to shapeless blobs on those early English
colonial documents that otherwise survived, leaving no im-
print. I've made no attempt to determine whether any
specimens have turned up since 1915, the date of my principal
reference, "Seal and Flag of the City of New York:' New York
being New York, any inquiry to the city about a missing seal
would likely have gotten me nothing but a referral to one of the
zoos. It has been speculated that the 1669 city seal resembled
the seal of 1686 which is discussed next.

Fig. 4: The New York City Seal, 1686, with ducal coronet.

On April 27, 1686, a charter granted by Governor Thomas
Dongan included a provision—in the English of the period—
that the "Mayor Aldermen and Comonalty of the said Citty of
New Yorke and their Successo's shall and may for ever hereafter
have one Comon Seale The new seal was approved on July 24,
1686, and its earliest known impression, shown in Figure 4, is
found on a realty grant of September 1, 1687. The description
of this seal in "Seal and Flag" is unimprovable and I can do no
better than quote it:

"It is oval in shape . . . In the center is a shield charged saltire-
wise with the sails of a windmill. Between the sails in chief . .
[and] in base [is] a beaver; and between the sails on each flank
a flour barrel. The dexter supporter is a sailor, resting his left
hand upon the shield. His right hand holds a cross-staff . . .
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Fig. 7: A ten pound note of the Province of New York, April 20, 1756, by
James Parker, shown by courtesy of Currency Auctions of America
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[and] a lead-line. The sinister supporter is an Indian, wearing a
head dress of many feathers, his right hand resting upon the
shield, his left holding by the middle a one-piece bow . . . The
supporters stand upon a horizontal branch . . . beneath which
is the date 1686. The crest is a ducal coronet. Upon a ribbon ..
is the legend: 'Sigil: Civitat: Novi: EboracC=Seal of the City of
New York.

The windmill was not necessarily a symbol of Holland since
the device was common in both England and New York. It
symbolized the mechanical power available, although the first
known mill in the city was a horse mill built in 1626. The flour
barrels honored two important city industries: bolting—this
was the sifting of the flour into different size particles for which
the city was granted a monopoly—and the production of the
barrels or staves themselves. The sailor's lead-line was used for
measuring water depth and the cross-stafffor measuring lati-
tude. The ducal coronet was erroneous, as the Duke of York had
become King James II in 1685; at some unknown later date the
coronet was replaced by a royal crown. It is the revised version
of the seal that was used on the government notes of the Prov-
ince and State of New York from at least 1717 until just after the
Declaration of Independence. It is illustrated in Figure 5 and is
taken from a mayor's warrant of 1711.

Fig. 5: The New York City Seal, 1686, with imperial crown.

A small, round seal with ducal coronet and having the legal
status of common seal existed simultaneously with the larger
oval version and is known, from a certificate of allegiance, to
have been used at least as early as September 9, 1687. There is
no record of the creation of, or grant of, any other seal between
1669 and 1687. Its design is similar to that of the shield of the
1686 seal and it has no supporters or legend. Both seals were
officially recognized: in 1691, the Common Council estab-
lished that the mayor's fees for affixing seals would be six
shillings for every "great Seale" and three for a "small Seale" The
smaller version's lack of a date has led to speculation that it is
the seal of 1669, but there is no proof of the conjecture. It
would have been very odd for a seal to have been created,
brought over, granted, or assigned without any place name or
motto. Its origin is unknown. A bit of private enterprise on the
part of the mayor and council is not absolutely out of the
question.

The seal of 1686 was not officially modified until 1784 when
the eagle and hemisphere device from the state seal of 1778 was
placed at the crest of the shield, substituted for the imperial

Fig. 6: The New York City Seal, 1784, with eagle and hemisphere.

crown. The 1784 seal is shown in Figure 6. The document upon
which it is impressed is not identified in my reference. Except
for the crest, it's basically the same as the earlier one, but the
style is very different and the shield seems to correspond more
closely to the design that was used on the state issues of 1771
to 1776. It was never used on any later notes of New York
State—the issues of 1786 and 1788 use the state seal—but it was
used informally on various city issues of the nineteenth cen-
tury, strictly as a design, and it was also used in Brooklyn.

The seal of 1686 was the principal feature of the colonial and
state government issues from at least 1717 through 1776 and
was obviously used to put the stamp of authority on the notes.
The seal itself is rendered in two distinct styles. From the early
issues to that of 1760, the seal resembles the primitive appear-
ance of the official version and any differences over time may
be attributed to a small degree of individualism on the part of
the engraver, although one gets the impression that a serious
attempt at copying was being undertaken. The first style may be
seen in Figure 7, a f10 note of April 20, 1756, printed by James
Parker. Both the sailor and Indian are shown bow-legged and
bare-footed and their facial features are expressed by points.
The cross-staff is not held. The Indian is bare-chested and wears
a stripe of paint from neck to waist, and his bow is double-
curved or compound, a type never used by eastern Algonquins.
One might describe the style as "folk art" today.
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Fig. 8: A one-third dollar of the Province of New York, March 5, 1776, by
Samuel Loudon.

After a lapse of ten years, the province began to issue notes
again and now one finds the second style. The basic details of
the official design are clearly in evidence but they are begin-
ning to show a bit of free-form relative to the formalism of
1686. In Figure 8, a $1/2 bill of March 5, 1776, printed by Samuel
Loudon, the supporters' facial features are more realistic and
their stance is more natural. They appear to have acquired foot-
wear. The cross-staffis gone, the bow is now single, and the In-
dian wears a quiver. His skin is drawn darker, in contrast to that
of his companion. The seal's overall contour is round, not

ovular, but its shape actually varies with the denomination in
the issue. There is no longer a cartoonish quality to the design.

The difference in the details of the variant used from 1771 to
1776 suggests less of artistic license and more that the seal itself
had undergone some alterations. Although there are no ex-
isting records of any official change before 1784, it is difficult to
picture that the object that was continually in use embossing
official documents never wore out and was never replaced at
any point from 1686 to 1771. I'd venture a guess that the
metallic die was changed from time to time and what one sees
on the notes after 1770 is the seal as it truly was in 1771 as the
result of a gradual accumulation of small changes after 1760,
and Loudon, like Parker before him, copied rather than did-
dled with the design.

Such is not the case for the nineteenth century when the state
no longer issued notes. Although the seal in the sense of an im-
pression from a die was theoretically standardized for a given
period of use, the details of its design were not and it appears
with considerable variation whenever it was used other than by
embossment, even on official correspondance, so it's no sur-
prise that its renderings on nineteenth century issues,
government-authorized or otherwise, display considerable
freedom of expression. I'll show four examples from my own
collection of the free-wheeling use of the seal, with the attribu-
tions left to the figure captions, but I can only point out some
obvious features. Those desiring a scholarly discussion will
have to consult their local art critic.

Fig. 9: City Trust and Banking Company, $2 post note, December 21, 1839, by Rawdon, Wright and Hatch.

Fig. 10: New York County Bank, $2, June 4, 1858, with imprints of Baldwin, Bald and Cousland, and Bald, Cousland and
Company.
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Fig. 11: Park Bank, $1, July 4, 1862, by Rawdon, Wright, Hatch and Edson, printed by the American Bank Note Company.

Fig. 12: Brooklyn, R. Lefferts Exchange Office, 121/2 cents, February 20, 1851, by Danforth, Bald and Company.

Aside from all four designs showing the sailor to the right of
the shield, about the only other thing they have in common is
that they have nothing else in common. In the example of
Figure 9, both the Indian and sailor are seated, the latter
outfitted as a businessman, his instruments now a sextant and
anchor. The Indian is half-naked and the eagle appears aggres-
sive. In the seal in Figure 10, the sailor is garbed like one and
the Indian is clothed. Both individuals are again seated and the
eagle is spread-winged. My personal favorite is the arrange-
ment shown in Figure 11 because it's an extreme example of ar-
tistic license: the sailor stands without his implements and
supports the shield alone; his companion has strolled off to
watch the fountain. The latter has been drawn with a headdress
more elaborate than usual, and the eagle is nowhere to be seen.
To complete the design, the artist has added more barrels to the
scene, placing them to the rear. The last example, seen in Figure
12, comes from Brooklyn and is a surprising use of the seal on
a note issued outside the city. The Indian is seated with a deer-
skin behind and holding a rifle this time, while the sailor is
standing with some bales behind and holding a flag. The eagle
has returned and brought his hemisphere with him, and the

engraver has added a dugout at left and a tall ship at right.
There are probably as many versions of the seal on nine-

teenth century city notes as there were issuers who wanted one
for a design and engravers who could create one on demand,
which brings us back to Figure 1, the current corporate seal,
prepared to do away with all these variations. Except for the
crest, which comes from the seal of 1784, the basic layout of
1686 has been retained. From "Seal and Flag": "The costume
and head-dress of the Indian conform to early descriptions and
drawings of the tribe of the Manhattans, a branch of the Mo-
hicans, living on Manhattan Island," and the sailor is dressed in
period English costume with his cross-staff and lead-or plumb-
line back in his right hand. It was decided that the meaningless
1686 be replaced, and the corporate seal now bears the date
when the city was first named New York, 1664. And in all my
years there, I don't think I ever looked at it once.
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