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So You Want to Collect
Something Different ?

BY WENDELL WOLKA

IT HAPPENS TO ALL COLLECTORS SOONER OR LATER:
You've exhausted the possibilities offered by your present collecting area;
notes just aren't showing up anymore; your interests have waned for
Bulgarian State Certificate Plate Block Letter serif styles.
It's time to start collecting something different to get those collector

juices flowing again!
The purpose of this article is to explain the basics of how you might

approach collecting obsolete paper money. This area offers history, enough
diversity to keep you going for years, and price tags that still allow even some-
one of relatively modest means the opportunity to build a very nice collection.

So let's get started answering some of those basic questions you may
have:

What is the definition of "obsolete" paper money, anyway?

Obsolete Notes (also known as Broken Bank Notes) generally include a
wide variety of paper money that was issued by private or state-authorized
banks between roughly 1782 and 1865. Also included in the family are notes
issued by non-bank entities such as railroads, canal companies, ante-bellum
state and local governments, insurance companies, and even individual mer-
chants and other business people.

During times of economic uncertainty (e.g., Panic of 1837, Panic of
1857) or national crisis (War of 1812, Civil War), another whole class of cur-
rency, scrip, usually made its appearance. The culprit for this phenomenon is
"Gresham's Law" ("Bad money drives out Good.").

If a war or depression loomed, coinage of all types was withdrawn from
circulation and hoarded as a hedge against hard times. In order to keep com-
merce going, out came scrip issues, usually denominated in fractions of a dollar
(5-cents, 10-cents, 25-cents, 50-cents, etc.), to facilitate change making.

There were several eras when these notes proliferated, namely during the
War of 1812, the Panic of 1837, and the Civil War. These notes were often
no larger than the size of a modern-day business card.

Figure 1: $10 Proof, Tioga County
Bank, a typical obsolete bank note
issue.
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Figure 2: a 37 1/2-cent scrip note,
a typical scrip issue, but an unusu-
al denomination. The value
equates to three bits, or 3/8 of a
Spanish 8-reales coin, commonly
called the Pillar Dollar.

Figure 3: "The
Doubtful Bank
Note," a woodcut
from "Harper's
Weekly," ca.
1873.

Prior to the Civil War, the Federal government was not in the paper
money-issuing business (aside from a few scattered instances of limited note
issue, such as during the War of 1812). The Federal government issued
coinage, but left the banking and paper money circulation business for the var-
ious states to deal with (or ignore) on a local basis.

What resulted was a wild and chaotic patchwork of non-existent or mini-
mal state regulation of the banking function. This was an almost impossible
business situation from a modern day perspective. Figure 3 graphically illus-
trates the dilemma facing anyone who took the risk of accepting paper money
in payment for goods or services.

Accepting paper money as payment for goods and services was not a
decision that was taken lightly, nor was it easy. The first decision to be made
was whether the bank purporting to be the issuer of the note was reputable or
not. In the ante-bellum era, communication was often problematic, with very
few up-to-date sources of information.

As a result notes of "foreign" banks were often heavily discounted or
refused due to a lack of information about the bank's well being. "Foreign"

was often defined as any bank more than,
say, fifty miles away, and was almost univer-
sally applied to any banks from outside the
state boundaries.

Periodicals called Bank Note Reporters
were often consulted to determine the
credit worthiness of banks, but events could
often occur faster than the next issue's
arrival. To make things even more compli-
cated, there are recorded instances of
unscrupulous "bankers" bribing the pub-
lishers of these Bank Note Reporters to
report certain banks and notes as "good"
when in fact they were worthless or fraudu-
lent.

Once the merchant established that
the bank was good, based on first- or sec-
ond-hand knowledge or hope, attention
then turned to the note itself. Was it
Genuine? Counterfeit? Altered? Raised?
Spurious?

We estimate that there were literally
thousands of different designs produced.
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This encouraged deception in several ways. With a little ingenuity, notes of
failed banks could be bought for scrap paper value, altered, and made to look
like the issues of a more fortunate institution in the eyes of the uninformed.

Occasionally new plates were produced to generate fake notes on many
different banks, with parts of the plate being modified to produce the decep-
tions. For example, a plate could be made up for the "Mechanics Bank," with
the town and state names being periodically changed on the plate as things got
too hot for the latest version.

Say that our gang started out with notes for the Mechanics Bank of
Lynn, Massachusetts. When the word finally gets out that there is no
Mechanics Bank in Lynn: Not to worry! The plates are simply changed and
viola! Notes are now printed for the Mechanics Bank of Rochester, Indiana,
with a simple modification to the stock printing plate by changing the city and
state names.

If it could be determined that the note was a genuine issue of a legitimate
bank, there were still a couple of other potential problems to be addressed.
Where was the note redeemable? If not locally, how much would have to be
paid to an exchange broker to get the note redeemed? This percentage usually
started at 1/2% and could work its way up to double-digit levels if the bank
were on the verge of collapse.

Because transportation was limited, those bankers who issued notes in
the hopes that no one would be able to find the bank to present them for pay-
ment were often located in the most remote and inaccessible hamlets. The
most outrageous frauds simply had no office. Notes were printed up, signed,
and sent out with agents with the instructions to buy whatever could be
obtained with these notes, preferably a long way away.

For the criminally inclined, the profit potential was immense. Notes
with a face value of $5 or $10 could be printed for a few cents each, which
meant that assorted bribes and "incentives" were the only real costs associated
with the "business."

Because there were no standard designs and no central list of "good"
banks, who was to know with any surety whether these beautifully engraved
pieces of paper were any good or not?

Some states, notably New York, Indiana, and Ohio, attempted to stem
the tide of worthless paper which flooded the country by establishing state-
chartered and supervised banking systems or large multi-branch state-spon-
sored banks. Almost all of the state-chartered banks were required to deposit
state bonds with state officials such as the State Auditor or State Treasurer.
These bonds were then to act as the means of redeeming the circulation if fail-
ure occurred.

In times of financial distress, however, the value of these state bonds
could drop precipitously (consider what happened to the value of southern
states' securities at the outbreak of the Civil War, for example) rendering cov-
erage meaningless.

A few state-sponsored multi-branch institutions offered some safe haven
for currency users. The State Bank of Indiana, the Bank of the State of
Indiana, and the State Bank of Ohio, for example, were scrupulously honest
and well run, with note holders suffering no loss during their entire existence.

Other large "money center" banks (located in New York, Philadelphia,
and Boston, for example) also weathered the financial storms which periodical-
ly swept through the United States in the first half of the nineteenth century.

In addition to all of these banks, a lot of other companies and individuals
also felt no hesitancy to issue their own paper money. There were periodic
state laws passed to make these private issues illegal, but enforcement was
often limited or non-existent.
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Figure 4: A genuine $1 State Bank
of Ohio branch issue.

Because there was no federal law forbidding this, the public was fair
game. Some states even periodically resorted to banning the circulation of any
notes issued from firms that were from any other state.

The advent of the Civil War and the Federal government's need to
finance its costs spelled the end of most private issues. National Banks were
established in 1863, with their circulation secured by United States bonds pur-
chased from the Treasury Department. A 10% tax was then levied on all other
private issues and the era of private banks of issue quickly came to a close.
After the Civil War there were still a few scattered and sporadic issues of scrip,
but essentially it was all over by 1865.

This sounds like an awfully complex field;
how do people collect these things?

With probably tens of thousands of different notes issued, the best advice
I can offer is to stay focused on one or two of the many available niches in this
particular arena. People have many different approaches to collecting obso-
letes, but here are a few of the more popular approaches:

• By Geographic Area — Obsoletes have traditionally been collected by
state, city, or region. Most references on obsolete notes are arranged
in this fashion.

• By Denomination — A large number of different denominations were
issued, including unusual ones like $3s (which were actually a fairly
common denomination), $4s, $6s, $7s, $1.50s, and so forth. A popular
theme to follow is collecting $3 notes regardless of who issued them
or where they were issued. Scrip notes offer a wealth of different
denominations as well.

• By Design — Some collectors search out notes with vignettes of sub-
jects which interest them such as steamboats, trains, Indians, famous

Figure 5: A $10 Raised Note from
the State Bank of Ohio. The note
started out as a genuine $1 issue,
that has been raised by changing
all references to the denomination
on the note.



PAPER MONEY • January/February 2000 • Whole No. 205 	  7

Figure 6: A Proof of a $5 note
on the Pioneer Association of La
Fayette, IN, which served as the
"host" for many currency alter-
ations.

people (such as Franklin, Jefferson, or Washington), or animals such
as horses. Because of the myriad of different designs employed, the
choices are almost limitless.

• By Engraving Company — Collectors are often fans of a particular
bank note company's work. Perhaps the most widely appreciated firm
is the American Bank Note Company, which produced bank notes
during the "Golden Age" of obsoletes between 1858 and 1865. Other
collectors fancy products of the National Bank Note Company or ear-
lier firms such as Rawdon, Wright, Hatch and Edson. Again, there are
lots of choices.

• Fraudulent notes — A fascinating way to collect obsoletes is to collect
contemporary frauds which fall broadly into the following categories:
1. Counterfeits — Notes which are intended to duplicate legitimate

designs issued by viable banks. The intent here is to produce notes
which appear to be genuine to the casual observer.

2. Raised Notes — Notes which are "raised" start out life as genuine
lower denomination notes of well-positioned banks. The "artists"
use "spare parts" from worthless notes to turn $1 notes into $10
notes, for example. The intended victim of this ploy would be
familiar with the bank, but mistake the raised "creation" as a new
issue.

3. Altered Notes — Altered notes begin their careers as notes from
failed banks. Given a little time with various elements (denomina-
tional dies, for example) removed from worthless notes, a paste pot,
an eraser, and a few other tricks of the trade, and a note could be
transformed into looking like an issue from a more reputable bank.
This ploy again depended on the recipient of such a note recogniz-
ing the name of the bank, but assuming that the design must be

Figure 7: An alteration of the
Indiana note which purports to
be an issue of the Greenfield
Bank of Greenfield, MA.



Figures 9a & 9b: A typical
example of a Proof note is this
$5 Proof Peoples Bank of
Kentucky shown at right.
Above, is shown the ABNCo
Archives stamp from the back of
the Proof shown at Figure 6.
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Figure 8: A completely fictitious
design alleged to be an issue of
the Bank of Commerce,
Cleveland, OH.

some new issue by the trusted name. The fact that many banks
issued many different designs of notes assisted in this deception.

4. Spurious Notes — As discussed earlier, these notes fall into one of
two categories; notes purporting to be issues of legitimate banks
which bear no resemblance to any authentic design or fanciful
designs on banks which are non-existent. These notes were intend-
ed for victims who had no ready access to any information regard-
ing which banks and which notes were legitimate.

I guess I should collect only Uncirculated notes, right?

Well, let's just say you should collect the best condition notes you can
find and afford. Obsoletes are rather unique in that very few notes have sur-
vived in Uncirculated condition.

Sometimes when banks closed or failed they still had large stocks of unis-
sued sheets which were "liberated." These so-called Remainder Notes are usu-
ally found in Uncirculated condition and are typically unsigned and not num-
bered. As a general rule, such notes are not valued as highly as completely
issued notes even though they technically are in better condition.

Proof Notes should not be confused with Remainder Notes. Proofs were
produced on a special paper that is quite distinctive and were usually punch
canceled in the signature spaces to prevent illegal circulation. Proofs were
intended as final approval pieces for bank customers of the various engraving
companies.

Several years ago, the American Bank Note Company sold its archives at
public auction, and today Proofs are much more plentiful than in years past.
Many have a rubber stamped "Property of American Bank Note Company"
notation on their backs as shown at left.
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Once you get beyond the "common" notes (every state seems to have
between six and ten different banks that fall into this category), you should
probably be prepared to accept notes that are in nice circulated condition.
Collectors of very rare obsoletes are often quite happy to obtain even barely
recognizable specimens. Along the way, notes were often considered worthless
and not treated with much respect. This kind of treatment has a way of pro-
ducing very ratty and ragged specimens over time.

If you're coming from other paper money collecting areas where condi-
tion is critical, you'll find that it's not nearly as big a deal with obsoletes.
Prices for VG, Fine, and even VF specimens of a note do not follow the same
price slope that exists in most other areas.

How about rarity?

This is the key reason why you need to be flexible on condition!
"Common" in obsolete notes equates to maybe less than a thousand known
specimens. "Scarce" issues have populations of perhaps a hundred surviving
specimens, while "Very Scarce" and "Rare" notes may have less than ten sur-
viving examples. Once you develop a sense for rarity, you also know that if a
rare note shows up, you'd better grab it if you can, because you may never see
another. This area abounds with unique notes!

Gosh, these rare notes must cost a fortune!

While prices have advanced over the years, obsolete notes are still quite
affordable on both an absolute (considering their rarity) and relative (as com-
pared to other currency specialties) basis. There's lots of research yet to be
done on obsoletes, so occasionally bargains still are found. Common notes
often sell for under $20 each, while unique notes can fetch several hundred or
more dollars. Only extremely exciting super rarities tend to cross the $1,000
barrier.

Well, I'm interested in collecting obsoletes-what next?

Resist the temptation to buy anything until you've had a chance to look
at a fairly large quantity of notes. Borrow books from the SPMC Library, or
look through auction catalogs and dealer price lists. See what piques your
interest and then start looking for notes.

I would personally recommend buying a smaller number of rare notes
rather than stocking up on a larger number of common notes which you can
pick up any time. Remember, extreme rarities may only come your way once
so grab them while you can.

Good luck! Obsolete notes offer a great challenge and rich rewards to
the patient, knowledgeable collector.

Figure 10: A $1 Champaign
County Bank remnant.
Collectors of obsolete notes
often gladly accept extremely
rare notes that are in "less than
perfect" condition. As can be
seen the reverse has been rein-
forced with paper scraps and
tape.
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