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Florida
Reconstruction

BY RONALD J. BENICE

I N FINANCIAL RUIN AFTER THE CIVIL WAR, Florida resorted to sev-
eral issues of circulating scrip to pay its employees and creditors. While
some of this scrip has been partially described in the numismatic litera-
ture, most has never been discussed. Several notes have erroneously been

attributed to this period. An extensive search of archival and legislative records
and contemporary writings has yielded considerable information about this
little-known currency.

Interim Currency 1865 - 70
When the Civil War ended in 1865, Florida fell under military rule. Its war-
time currency became worthless, as did Confederate currency. Specie had long
since vanished, and most residents were destitute. The state had no money to
pay anyone for anything, and rampant corruption was on the way.

In the absence of "real money," a system of Comptroller's warrants and
Treasury certificates provided some circulating scrip. The system, which actu-
ally started in 1845, was conceptually simple: requests for payment for services
or goods provided to the state would be sent to the Comptroller, who would
verify them and issue a warrant directing the Treasurer to pay the claimant,
indicating which account to debit.

In good times, the Treasurer would redeem the warrant, or any bank would
cash it. In bad times—namely, after the war—the Treasurer had no specie and

....el,

S?ATE OF FLORIDA.
eas ry DCPsatinceriejli:

'

	Oomptrolietos Office.,
,->„?- 	 ,_ 	 ' 	 ''.' -„.,

.)-#(1..ti47421 	 a.	 (7 1 ■12aF.:;.:i.'01...:7. ';,../4 ":1,,vt-'#;,,,,,./...p, iS, K r.	 , ,,.9,,

(.2..664.4),-,  	 —....._.......,... .... : . :..,=-. . : .. ... ..... ... 	 „fe,,.. 	 _,-;e:‘,..,:di
/	 ,.......,........ 	 -	 itiii ... -

ital. 	 .u...	 z.et 6.L.	 ,..4.1,43.,,,,4,,,& _ 	 a/.eide 8,-

$ 6.0..0.0 	 ..........	 ./.7.:.-P",...-.,:, ,z, t.,./z„ 	 Comptroller.

clo the crreasztre-r of the State of _Florida.

A Comptroller's War-
rant for $30 issued in
1868, signed by Comp-
troller R.H. Gamble and
countersigned vertically
by Governor Harrison
Reed as required by an
1868 law. The counter-
stamp shows it was
redeemed in 1870 (for a
new scrip issue).
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Actual Size: 6.5 x 11 inches

In addition to its own serial
number, an 1867 Treasury

Certificate for $80 shows the
serial number of the warrant
against which it was issued.
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would merely exchange the warrants for Treasury certificates. Warrants and
certificates both circulated, generally below face value. They had value as spec-
ulative IOUs of Florida and could be used to pay taxes. In some instances, they
could be used to purchase government land or bonds.

Over the years, different printings of Comptroller's warrants varied slightly
in size, style and format. Many were printed on blue paper and thus were
known as "blue scrip." The large, elaborately engraved Treasury certificates
were replaced by smaller (4.5 x 8 inches) certificates preprinted in denomina-
tions of $25, $50 and $100. Additional blank certificates allowed for odd
amounts. There were several printings with minor variations in size and format.

Currency Issue of 1870
The large, high-denomination certificates did not meet citizens' needs for cur-
rency for daily commerce. Accordingly, Chapter 1737 of the Laws of Florida,
approved on February 18, 1870, provided for an issue of paper money called
Comptroller's warrants to replace all circulating Comptroller's warrants and
Treasury certificates issued since the end of the Civil War. It prohibited the
Comptroller and Treasurer from issuing more of the previous forms of curren-
cy, except for paying the salary and expenses of the current legislature.

The amount of currency to be issued was dependent upon the amount of
outstanding paper to be redeemed, subject to a maximum:

Comptroller shall have engraven without delay warrants . . . equal in amount to
the whole amount of comptroller's warrants and treasury certificates which have
been issued . within five years next preceding the passage of this act and which
are now outstanding ... Provided however, that the whole amount of warrants so
engraved shall not exceed two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

The appearance and denominations were specified:
The said warrants shall be engraved in a neat and careful manner and shall consist of
the following denominations: ones, threes, fives and twenties in equal proportions.

The said warrants shall read upon their face as follows: "State of Florida,
Comptroller's Office, March 1st 1870. To the Treasurer of the State of Florida:
Pay to the bearer the sum of dollars, due for outstanding State indebtedness,
in accordance with an act approved February 18, 1870" and shall be signed by the
Comptroller and countersigned by the Governor. Upon the reverse shall be
engraved the following words: "This warrant is receivable by the State of Florida,
or by any officer or agent thereof, for State taxes, for public lands sold by the
Trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund, or by any other officer or agent of
the State, and for all other State dues, and for am fines or penalties imposed."
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A $50 Treasury certificate
with engraved issue date of
1869 in text and 1870 can-
cellation stamp.

A $100 Treasury certificate
with handwritten year of
issue in text.

A Treasury certificate with
a handwritten amount
and date.
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The face and back of a
$1 note of the 1870 issue

with the engraved signature
of Governor Harrison Reed

and handwritten signature of
Comptroller R.H. Gamble.

Similarities are evident
between these back designs
and those found on United

States notes of the 1860s
produced by National Bank

Note Company.

The law went on to require the Comptroller to give public notice to all
holders that they should bring their notes in for exchange. It also required a
register of redemptions and notes issued. The 1870 stamps on the certificates
illustrated show they were redeemed under this new law for the new notes.
The new warrants were to be retired whenever the State Treasury had funds
that could be applied for that purpose.

An editorial in The Weekly Floridian published in Tallahassee on March 1,
1870, confirmed that the pre-1870 scrip being replaced consisted of high-
denomination notes on oversize paper: "There is no provision in the enrolled
act for the issue of warrants of the denomination of one hundred dollars .. .
the new warrants are to be of such small denominations and of such shape as to
render them more convenient as a circulating medium, easily used in every-
day transactions."

Comptroller Robert H. Gamble sought estimates from companies in New
York to produce the new currency. The estimates were higher than anticipat-
ed, so other proposals were sought. One for lithographing was $900, but the
legislature chose to stay with the engraving plan. The proposal from National
Bank Note Company was accepted. Because the cost of engraving the plates
was the major part of the bid, Gamble decided to have the full $250,000 au-
thorized to be printed even though it was not needed immediately.

The notes were produced, and $187,845 of them were shipped to the
Comptroller along with an invoice for $4,376. Since there was no money in
the Treasury to pay the bill, a Comptroller's warrant for the amount was
issued on September 21, 1870. The printer would not accept the warrant as
payment and refused to send the remaining notes that had been printed.

Of the $187,845 available, $150,557 was issued and $22 was destroyed as
defective in 1870. An additional $31,175 was issued in 1871; the remaining
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From the group withheld by
National Bank Note Com-
pany for nonpayment, this
note was signed in late 1873
or 1874 by Clayton Cowgill,
who became Comptroller on
January 15, 1873. Although
Harrison Reed's term as gov-
ernor ended on January 7,
1873, his engraved signature
appears on these previously
printed notes.

$6,091 in 1872.
National Bank Note Company went unpaid, and the remaining notes un-

delivered until the new Comptroller, Clayton A. Cowgill, convinced the legis-
lature to approve Chapter 1958 of the Laws of Florida on February 20, 1873,
"An act authorizing the Comptroller to settle with the National Bank Note
Company and to authorize the Comptroller to sign the greenback scrip."
Negotiations over interest and discounts ensued, and the debt was settled for
$4,780.57 on October 1, 1873. A total of $83,004 of unsigned warrants was
received from National Bank Note Company. Cowgill signed $62,177, which
brought the total issued to the $250,000 authorized. Of these, $22,874 was
released in 1873 and $39,303 in 1874.

There remained unsigned $20,827, all in $1 notes, serials A, B, C 13893-
20834 plus A13892, for which the Comptroller requested authorization to sign
and issue. The legislature did not authorize their release. Serial numbers on
$1s imply $62,502 printed, one-fourth of the $250,000 authorized. Assuming
the standard four-note sheet format and the requirement for one-third as
many $3 bills as $1s, it appears there was $62,502 in $3 bills with serial num-
bers D1 through D20834.

Similarly, if the format of the higher-denomination sheet was $5-$5-$5-
$20, then 4,167 sheets would yield $62,505 in $5 bills and $83,340 in $20 bills,
for a total printing of $21,081 above the $250,000 authorized. A modest
allowance for destruction of defective notes beyond the $22 reported for 1870
gets us to the $20,827 left over in 1874. The $5 bills had serial numbers
1 to 4167 with plate letters either A, B and C or E, F and G, while the $20 bills
had serial numbers 1 to 4167 with plate letter D or H. I am unaware of any
surviving examples of the $3, $5 or $20 denominations.

Redemption and Destruction of Notes
R.H. Gamble delivered his Comptroller's Report to the Governor and
General Assembly on January 2, 1871. He began by quoting from his previous
year's report, "the finances of the State are in very unsatisfactory condition.
There is no money in the Treasury and the scrip is far below par." Then he
added, "I consider our financial condition now as even worse than at the end of
the last fiscal year." He went on to state that the paper issued under the Act of
February 18, 1870, did not provide relief, and the value of state scrip had
dropped to 40 cents on the dollar.

On January 26, 1871, over the governor's objections, the legislature author-
ized the issuance of 30-year, 7-percent $100 bonds equal to the amount of
Comptroller's warrants and Treasurer's certificates currently outstanding and
to be issued before January 1, 1862, but not to exceed $350,000. Taxes were to
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be assessed to meet interest payments and establish a sinking fund. The inter-
est coupons could be used to pay state taxes. These bonds could be purchased
using Comptroller's warrants and Treasury certificates at par. Since the war-
rants and certificates circulated below face value, there was an incentive to
convert them to the more valuable bonds. It should be noted that most of the
warrants were issued to government officials or people providing services to
the government, so this legislation was self-serving at the expense of the
Florida taxpayers. This legislation also required the warrants that were
redeemed to be marked "cancelled" immediately.

An 1873 Act authorized $1 million of 30-year, 8-percent bonds. Scrip was
variously reported as selling in the range of 35 to 62 cents on the dollar,
depending on type. A ring was formed to buy up scrip and convert it to bonds.

The legislative audit committee reported in January 1872 that the books
of redemptions and canceled notes were in order and that they had destroyed
the "large amount" of engraved warrants as well as the older Comptroller's and
Treasurer's certificates redeemed that year. The total destroyed was
$1,175,935, including $101,319 of greenback scrip, despite legislation that
excluded it from destruction.

Subsequent audits indicated that the redemption and cancellation system
was less than perfect. Later in 1872, a senate committee reported that $30,000
in canceled blue scrip was redeemed a second time. The following year,
Governor Hart told the legislature that the amount of canceled scrip outside
the treasury was uncertain and could possibly be as much as $400,000.

There was considerable graft. Government officials, including tax collec-
tors, substituted cheaply obtained scrip for money they collected. An 1876
audit showed that some exchanges of the engraved 1870 scrip for other, less-
desirable classes of warrants or certificates had not been recorded because the
Comptroller felt these transactions had no impact on the outstanding indebt-
edness. Also, some warrants were issued and redeemed more than once.

In his January 1, 1877, report to the governor and legislature, Comptroller
Cowgill sarcastically wrote about the 1872 audit: "Notwithstanding this report,
it is apparent that all the warrants and certificates paid by Treasurer Conover
were not found cancelled, and that all were not burned by the committee, and
however unsuccessful the committee were in detecting errors in the Treasurer's
books, it will not require 'twenty-one days of deep scrutiny' for others to dis-
cover in them inaccuracies of various kinds." [Emphasis in original report.]

I can attest to the ineffectiveness of the 1871 burning of all notes redeemed
in 1870: I personally saw a large quantity of 1870-canceled scrip in the Florida
State Archives, some of which were photographed to illustrate this article.

Cowgill concluded that it was impossible to ascertain the exact amount of
engraved 1870 Comptroller's warrants outstanding at the end of 1876. A suffi-
cient number had been redeemed to account for the entire issue.

Biographical Sketches of Signers
Harrison Reed became governor in 1868 when military rule of Florida ended
and elections were held under the new constitution. Born in Littleton,
Massachusetts, on August 26, 1813, Reed became a prominent newspaper edi-
tor and publisher in VVisconsin.

President Lincoln sent him to Fernandina in 1863 as a tax commissioner
responsible for Confederate property, and in 1865 he became postal agent for
Florida. Reed served as governor until the end of his term on January 7, 1873,
surviving two impeachment attempts from dissident factions within his own
party. He subsequently was a farmer, editor, Duval County representative and
Tallahassee postmaster. He died in Jacksonville on May 25, 1899.
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Robert Howard Gamble served as Comptroller from August 29, 1868, to
January 14, 1873. Born in Grove Hill, Virginia, in 1815, he came to Florida
with his family at the age of 11 to help run a cotton plantation. He was captain
of an artillery company he organized during the Civil War. A prominent citi-
zen and benefactor of Tallahassee, he died there in 1887.

Clayton Augustus Cowgill served as Comptroller from January 15, 1873, to
January 11, 1877. Born in Dover, Delaware, in 1826, he became a physician
and served as a surgeon with the rank of major with the U.S. Volunteers dur-
ing the Civil War. His assignments were in Virginia and North Carolina,
mostly in charge of hospitals in New Bern and Morehead City. He moved to
Putnam County, Florida, in 1867, where, except for his years in Tallahassee as
Comptroller, he practiced medicine and grew oranges until around 1899. He
died in Philadelphia on February 2, 1901.

The So-Called "Carpetbagger Notes"
Readers familiar with Florida currency may have noticed the absence of the
so-called "Carpetbagger Notes" (Criswell 67, Cassidy 35-36). The attribution
of these unsigned and undated notes to the late 1860s first appeared as a specu-
lation in Rarcoa's auction catalog for the Harley L. Freeman collection in
1977. The cataloger, Dennis Forgue, recalls the comments were based on
Freeman's notes.

A thorough search of legislative journals; governor, comptroller and treas-
urer reports uncovered no evidence that such notes ever were authorized or
proposed. On the contrary, Comptroller warrants and Treasury certificates
like those described in this article clearly were the only government issues
between the end of the Civil War and the end of Reconstruction. Moreover, a
search of records in New Orleans established that the printer of the so-called
carpetbagger notes was not in business after the war. The attribution and full
story of these mystery notes will he the subject of a forthcoming article. •
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