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The First U.S. Government
Currency Engraving Error

By Jerry Fochtman

Full view of 2nd Issue 250 Fractional
Currency note showing the S-18-63
corner surcharges.

p RIOR TO 1863, ALL PRINTING OF U.S. CURRENCY WAS
done by outside contractors. Spencer M. Clark, who was a Civil
Service Engineer and been appointed to the position of Chief Clerk on
the National Currency Bureau (the predecessor of the Bureau of

Engraving & Printing), felt that the price paid to the security printing companies
to produce U.S. currency was excessive. So Clark developed a plan for the
National Currency Bureau to produce U.S. currency at a lower cost than the
government was paying outside firms. Secretary of the Treasury, Salmon P.
Chase accepted the proposal and authorized Clark to produce the new
"Fractional Currency" that had recently been authorized by Congress. This
would become the second issue of what is known as "Postage & Fractional
Currency".

The Second Issue of Fractional Currency was produced from October
1863 to February 1867. During that time many developments occurred which
had a profound impact on our modern day currency. Furthermore, counterfeit-
ing was widespread and Clark felt he could reduce this by incorporating tech-
niques into the currency making it more difficult to copy. As such, many "firsts"
occurred during this time, including things such as the development of special
paper used exclusively for U.S. Government obligations; incorporating an iden-
tifying fiber in currency paper; and the use of intaglio engraved plates for the
printing of currency along with the use of bronze surcharges to prevent photo-

copying.
However, there were other "firsts" that

occurred which were not intentional. This
includes the first National Currency Bureau
printing errors that reached general circula-
tion. Printing errors occurred when a sheet
of notes was fed into the press incorrectly or
printed with the wrong engraved image on
one side. Although rare, there are several
examples of notes where the sheet was printed
incorrectly resulting in the reverse engraving
or surcharge values being inverted. There are
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also rare examples where the surcharge value on the reverse does not
match the engraved value on the face of the note. There is even one
known note where the face value, reverse engraved value and the
reverse surcharge value are all different (i.e., a triple denomination
note!!!).

Although these various printing errors have been observed in
most all denominations of the Second Issue Fractional notes, only one
specific note has the honor of containing the first "engraving error" by
the National Currency Bureau to reach general circulation. That dis-
tinction belongs to the Second Issue, 25c note with the S-18-63 sur-
charge on the reverse (FR-1286). The letter "S" on a surcharge plate
was engraved incorrectly, resulting in an Inverted "S":

Having been fortunate to acquire a 25c Regular Issue Inverted
"S" for my collection, I was interested in learning just how many exam-
ples still existed and possibly who owned these notes. In talking with
various collectors and dealers, the estimated number of regular issue
Inverted "S" notes ranged from a low of 7 upwards to 18 notes.
Furthermore, there have been a large number of auctions in the last
several years that have included Inverted "S" notes.

It became obvious that some of the same notes were being placed
up for sale in different auctions. Furthermore, many prior auction cat-
alogs mentioned the existence of other copies. Given this high rate of
turnover and the catalog references to 1, 2 or up to 4 other examples of
this note at different points in time it became difficult to determine just
how many examples existed.

In order to develop an accurate census of this variety, it would be
necessary to trace each note through all its transfers of ownership and
develop a pedigree of the note based upon its initial identification as an
Inverted "S" variety. Only then would I be able to determine that a
specific note was not counted more than once in the census.

After many months of research into auction catalogs, locating and
talking with current and former collectors, along with close compar-
isons of pictures and scanned images of notes, I've succeeded in locat-
ing and identifying 14 individual notes with an Inverted "S" surcharge.
Of these, 9 were discovered in the last 20 years with 5 in the last 4 years
alone.

The foremost reference on postage and fractional currency is
Milton Friedberg's book entitled "The Encyclopedia of United States
Postage & Fractional Currency". This variety is cataloged as Milt
2R25.3g. Milton Friedberg also established a Rarity Guide for postage
& fractional currency, which ranges from R1 (fairly common with >
1,250 examples) to R8 (2-3 examples), to RU (unique). Applying this
guide to my research, the current rarity level for this variety is R6, with
13 to 30 known examples.

As more collectors become aware of this engraving error and
examine their holdings other examples may surface. The value of the
variety may grow as well simply because of growing interest by error note collec-
tors wishing to have an example of the first U.S. Government engraving error in
their collection. At a recent sale an EF example of this variety was sold for $300,
with a copy tied for finest known bringing just over $3,000 at auction. Clearly a
sleeper when compared to the sale of other notes with engraving errors.

In addition to the regular issue notes released for circulation, the National
Currency Bureau conducted experiments with various inks and papers along with
the development of various counterfeiting measures. In doing so, the same
engraved plates were used in producing these experimental notes, many of which
still exist today as cancelled notes. As such, this same engraving error has been

Top: Regular Issue with correctly
positioned "S" Surcharge. Note posi-
tion of the lower loop of the "S".

Middle: A clear Inverted "5". Note
position of the lower loop of the
//SI/ .

Bottom: A Blurred Inverted "S".
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has been specially designed. It is merely a box, A,
made of tin, having partitions corresponding in
number to the different denominations of the bills,
these boxes have a wire, a, extending through them
on which tin cylinders, B, are suspended. The money
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Above: Full view of 2nd Issue 25C
Experimental Fractional note show-
ing an Inverted "S" in the S-18-63
surcharge.
Top: 	 Close-up View of the
Inverted "S"

found on experimental notes:
The number of experimental notes with the S-18-63 surcharge is

considerably smaller than regular issue notes produced for general circula-
tion, with a rarity estimate of R4 (70-200 examples). Of these, only 5
experimental notes (Milt 2E25F.60 have been identified with the Inverted
"S" in the reverse surcharge. And although there are far fewer experimen-
tal note examples of the Inverted "S" (rarity R7: 4-12 examples) and despite
the fact that these examples are in better condition than their regular issue
counterparts, the last one sold at public auction went for slightly over $850.

At this year's SPMC show in Memphis, one of the exhibits included
11 of the 14 known regular issue Inverted "S" notes along with all 5 of the
known experimental varieties. This allowed visitors to actually see literally
the entire census of notes containing the first engraving error by what was
later to become the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

I continue to collect information on this variety of notes, including
cataloging the pedigrees of the known examples. If you have a note, either
regular issue or the more rare experimental variety, suspect you might have
one, have indeed previously owned one of these notes or perhaps know any
history of this note please feel free to contact me so I might include the
information in my census of this unique variety. I can be contacted at
jfochtman@bradmark.com or evenings at 281/361-8948.

A special thanks to Mike Marchioni, Tom O'Mara, Paul Burkhard, Martin
Gengerke, Milton Friedberg, Rocky Rockholt, Doug Hales, Bob Laub, Dr.
Wally Lee, Rob Kravitz, Howard Cohen, Benny Bolin, Tom Werner, Mrs.
Doris Croxon (Newport Balboa Savings and Loan) and the Boy's Town History
Museum for their assistance in researching this unique part of our currency his-
wry.

Gleanings from My Fractional Currency Archive - 4
By Fred Reed
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SNOW'S 'POSTAGE  CURREN CY HOLDER

SNOW'S PATENT CURRENCY-HOLDER.

Improved Currency-holder.

The substitution of the postal currency for the
sticky stamps, as a means of giving fractional parts
of a dollar in business transactions, is a desirable
improvement. Riches take wings, it is said, and
the proverb is literally true in handling the present
" change ;" it is inconvenient, not tosay mortifying,

to see it scattered in the air like snow-flakes when one
is engaged in distributing it. To prevent any such
disaster and expedite settlements of the kind in
question, the currency-holder, herewith illustrated,

O VER TIME, THE
federal government

supplied enough of its
Fractional Currency (the
successor currency to its
Postage Currency of fall
1862) to meet the demands
of commerce.

The appearance of
these small change expedi-
ents, however, occasioned a
flurry of inventive genius to
make the best of a bad situa-
tion.

Following on the heels
of a line of postage stamp
envelopes (which were cata-
loged by my friend Milt
Friedberg), the Boston firm
of Snow and Hapgood, 22
Court Street, marketed a
"magic pocket book" for the
small change notes in late
1862. The following spring
it sold a patent currency
holder for these notes, and
also marketed a stamp can-
celling device for revenue
stamps. 	 v


	The First U.S. Government Currency Engraving Error

