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- 	 X2155500 - I

vs" 
_
4rigiaillaCC4*.

'4,44,44,r4.4eM111.1I”,114:11- I	 14,,,vi 

4eVAIV•50■111 	 .iandia4416)

Assistant Cashier Signatures
on National Bank Notes

I F YOU'RE INTERESTED IN NATIONAL BANK NOTES,

specifically the large-size notes issued between 1863 and
1929, you've probably seen a note bearing the written or
stamped signature of a "vice" president. You may also have
seen a note bearing the written or stamped signature of an
"assistant" cashier.

You may be surprised to learn that the signature of a vice
president of a National Bank on its notes was acceptable, but
the appearance of a signature of an assistant or "acting" cashier
was illegal! Let me tell you why. I'll begin by covering the
original and amended laws concerning the notes and the
required signatures. After that, we'll see how certain aspects of
these requirements were conveniently ignored by the United
States Treasury (and in particular the office of the Comp-
troller of the Currency), which allowed the circulation of the
notes mentioned above.

The National Bank Act
The original act establishing national currency, passed on
February 25, 1863, actually was entitled "An act to provide a
National currency secured by a pledge of United States bonds,
and to provide for the circulation and redemption thereof ..."
Thankfully, an amendment to the act in 1874 [Act June 20,
1874, Ch. 343, Sec.1, 18 St. L., 123.] changed the name of the
law to the "National Bank Act."

From the veiy beginning in 1863 to the introduction of
small-size notes in 1929, the laws regarding circulating notes
(the "national currency") specifically stated that the only signa-
tures allowed to appear on the notes were those of the bank's
president or vice president and cashier:

Such notes shall state upon their face that they are secured by
United States bonds deposited with the Treasurer of the
United States, by the written or engraved signatures of the

A $5 National Bank note from the Third Charter period,
issued in the early to mid-1920s by The First National

Bank of Sanger, Texas, Charter 7886. The "Asst." cashier
signature of E.B. Brown is at bottom left. His signature is
hand-written, while that of Bank President J.T. Chambers

is stamped.
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Treasurer and Register and by the imprint of the seal of the
Treasury. They shall also express upon their face the promise
of the association receiving the same to pay on demand, attested
by the written or engraved signatures of the president or vice-
president and cashier. [Act June 3, 1864, Ch. 106, Sec. 22; 13
Stat. L., 105. Act Mar. 3, 1919.]

Serious collectors may notice that "engraved" signatures is an
amendment to the original act; but only signatures of the three
officers named could appear on the notes!

Amazingly, the rigidity of this particular clause prompted
some havoc within the national banking system. In some
instances, notes that had been delivered to National Banks but
had not yet been signed were stolen from the banks; the
thieves forged the correct officers' signatures on the notes and
spent them. In another case—which was very embarrassing
to the U.S. Treasury—some sheets of unsigned National Bank
notes were stolen by an employee of the Bureau of Engrav-
ing and Printing (BEP) before they were delivered! The
employee also forged the correct officers' signatures on the
notes and passed them.

In eves) , case, the U.S. Treasury denied any responsibility
for the loss to the banks involved. The Treasury pointed to
the clause cited above and stated that the signatures were
"forgeries" and not the actual signatures of the approved offi-
cers as required by law. As a result, the individual banks were
left to cover the losses, since their bonds to secure the notes
were held by (you guessed it) the U.S. Treasury!

The Act Is Amended
Finally, in 1892, the law was amended to correct the problem:

That the provisions of the Revised Statutes of the United
States, providing for the redemption of national bank notes,
shall apply to all national bank notes that have been or may be
issued to, or received by, any national bank, notwithstanding
such notes may have been lost or stolen from the bank and put
into circulation without the signature or upon the forged signa-
ture of the president or vice president and cashier. [Act July 28,
1892, 27. Stat. L., 322.]

What this says is that a note signed by the president or vice
president and the cashier of the bank was acceptable; a note
with the forged signatures of the president or vice president
and the cashier of the bank was acceptable; or a note with no
signatures at all was acceptable. But the law still did not men-
tion any other officers!

Rubber-Stamped Signatures
The practice of "rubber-stamping" officers' signatures began
in the late 19th century. The specified officers were too busy



IMADHL-NO-VIS-"111-11 NINI

THE FIBST 	 7886 	 A001451
NATIONAL BANK OF

c) 	 SANGER

W1L1...I1071■• EIE■LER OX F1..110

FIVV ;110LIARS

1001451 	 7886

11111.4.1NARIA,ST.N1WiNIMULIIKINIABAk

THE FARMERS 	 '"'
NATIONAL BANK OF

co	 KINGSJ_EY-
IOWA

••■

d

PAPER MONEY • May/June 1999 • Whole No. 201   79

or too important to take the time to sign each note, so the
duty fell to the clerks to stamp their names on the notes before
they were issued.

There is absolutely no doubt that the United States gov-
ernment (the Treasury Department and Congress) was aware
of this practice, although probably not too happy about it. The
following comment, published in Pratts' Digest of National
Bank Laws in 1908, most likely refers to the banks that issued
large numbers of notes:

... the matter of signatures of officers is evidently not impor-
tant, and in view of this fact many banks have the signatures of
their officers engraved or stamped on the notes, and they are
frequently ordered sent direct from Washington to the Reserve
Agent of the bank for credit, arrangement having been made
with the correspondent to have signatures of officers printed
on notes.

By the 1920s, even the United States Treasury accepted
the fact that the bank officers weren't going to personally
sign every note. For a fee, the Comptroller of the Currency
would arrange for the BEP to engrave the signatures of
the officers directly onto the plates, and deliver the notes
to the bank. These notes can be identified rather easily; they
are all Third Charter Series 1902 Plain Back notes, and
the line for the officers' signature is not present.

I know of only one case in which the signature of a vice
president was engraved on a plate by the BEP. Several such
notes—no line, and engraved signatures—exist for The
National Bank of Fairmont, West Virginia (Charter 9462).
However, the word "Vice" has been engraved before the word
"President" on the plate. According to the law, this was per-
fectly legal.

A Series 1929 $5 type II note issued by the same bank
between 1933 and 1935. The signatures are the same as
those on the large-size note, but now E.B. Brown has been
promoted to cashier. The bank furnished the officers' sig-
natures to the Comptroller of the Currency, and they were
engraved and printed on the notes. A very few Series 1929
notes are known on which the signature in the president's
space is that of the vice president—unusual, but legal.

Apparently by this time the Treasury Department took the
still-existing law to heart and reviewed the submitted sig-
natures very carefully—but one slipped by! The only Series
1929 noted with an "Assistant" cashier's signature that has
been observed is this Type I $20 issued by Charter 9116,
The Farmers National Bank of Kingsley, Iowa, bearing the
signature of W.L. Karlson in the cashier's spot, with a tiny
"a" above the "c" in "Cashier." A contemporary bankers'
directory confirmed that W.L. Karlson was assistant
cashier of The Farmers National Bank of Kingsley, Iowa,
through the Series 1929 note-issuing period.

Assistant Cashier Signatures
We know from surviving specimens that some National Bank
notes were signed by the "assistant cashier." It is not known if
the banks were ignorant of the law or if they purposely dis-
obeyed it. Also, it is not known if the Treasury Department
would notify a bank of its mistake or if the bank would be
penalized in any way.

The Treasury Department would certainly find the signa-
ture discrepancy when the notes came in for redemption or
when a National Bank examiner audited the bank. Chances are
Treasury Department officials (and any members of Congress
who really cared) simply chose to ignore the necessities of the
banking business. The law intended for National Bank notes
to circulate; the issuing banks wanted them to circulate, so in
most cases they were paid out as quickly as possible. If the
cashier happened to be out of the bank at the time some notes
were paid out to a customer, then the assistant cashier, acting
cashier, vice president (active, acting, 1st, 2nd, 3rd or what-
ever) was pressed into duty and asked sign (or stamp) the
notes. When an assistant cashier signed notes, he or she would
usually write "Assistant," "Asst" or possibly only an "A" before
the engraved word "Cashier" on the notes.

I find these issues a fascinating variation to look for when
collecting National Bank notes.
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