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Showcasing the "100 Greatest Notes"

The Inside Story
By Q. David Bowers

Lists are Popular

The elegant $1000 Grand Watermelon
Note rolled into the Number 1 posi-
tion when votes were tallied for the
100 Greatest. An icon for a long time,
this winner did not surprise authors
Bowers and Sundman, but some of the
other listings did. This particular note
is also the first ever to cross the $1
million mark at auction.

S
EVERAL YEARS AGO WHITMAN PUBLISHING LLC
commissioned Ron Guth and Jeff Garrett to create The 100
Greatest United States Coins. The result was a handsome vol-
ume, now in its second printing, featuring coins selected by a

panel of voters, including dealers, collectors, and others. After votes
were tabulated the list was found to contain primarily what might be
called today "trophy rarities."

Landing in the number one spot was the 1804 silver
dollar. Only a multi-millionaire would stand a chance of
purchasing even 25 percent of the items for his or her col-
lection. If anything, the results demonstrate the difference
between coins and a similar about-to-be-discussed book on
paper money.

People like lists. Television late-night host David
Letterman has compiled all sorts of lists. The Book of Lists
was made by the authors of the People's Almanac, and
achieved wide sales. Elsewhere, the list of the 25 (or 50 or
100) top doctors in Baltimore or New York City, a listing of
the 100 best towns in which to live, or the 50 best compa-
nies for which to work have attracted interest. Then there
is the Fortune 500 listing of companies and Forbes maga-
zines' compilation of the 500 wealthiest people in America.

Years ago in the field of player pianos, the American
Piano Company (AMPICO) compiled a list of 50 favorite
piano rolls—a handy guide for anyone buying a piano as
what others liked. For Currier and Ives prints there was
also a Fifty Favorites list, used as a guide by many who
sought to determine which of the thousands of prints
might be worth investigating. The Life of a Hunter: A
Tight Fix landed in the top spot—a dramatic scene of a
bear rearing up on its hind feet, confronting a hunter deep

in the woods. The New York Times list of the top best sellers, and the
Billboard list of top tunes are both well known and often consulted.

Lists are very useful. An ill person could probably benefit greatly
by seeking out one of the top doctors in Baltimore (but, probably, the
problem would be to get an appointment). If you contemplate adding an
Ampico player piano to your recreation room, you won't go wrong if you
can track down some of the favorite 50 rolls from the list compiled in the
1920s. And so it goes.

Focus on Paper Money

In view of the foregoing, creating The 100 Greatest American
Currency Notes seemed to be a natural for Whitman. I dreamed up the
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idea, and it soon evolved into a plan. David M. Sundman of Littleton
Coin Company was enlisted as co-author; Whitman contributed its facil-
ities, and soon the project was underway. Queries were sent to many
collectors, authors, and dealers, including all members of the
Professional Currency Dealers Association, to submit lists of nominees—
bills in any American series that they thought were important as to his-
torical significance, numismatic popularity, and any other aspects that
they considered to be relevant. The book was to be the most important

notes, not necessarily the most expensive. Nominators
were not asked to rank bills in any order.

Whitman Publishing compiled the suggestions, put
them on a ballot, in order by Friedberg number and, for
the many nominated bills not listed by Friedberg, in date
or other sequence. The ballots were then sent out to sev-
eral hundred hobby leaders to vote on them, listing their
preferences from number 1, their very favorite, down to
as many as 100. In due course the votes were received by
Whitman. A system of weighting was devised, with most
weight given to the number 1 choice submitted by a given
voter, and the least weight to the number 100. All of
these numbers were totaled up and crunched by
Whitman, resulting in a listing in order of the top 100
favorites.

Then the list was given to Dave Sundman and me,
and we went to work in secrecy. The order of the votes
was not revealed, as we wanted buyers of the book to be
in the position of "The envelope please!" and discover on
their own the bills that had been selected. However, it
was no secret that the cover note, the $1,000 Grand
Watermelon rolled into first place, as it was on the cover
and featured in advertisements.

Some of my personal favorites that I thought might
make the list didn't. I like the $1 1918 Federal Reserve

Bank Notes with the "Green Eagle" back, but this type did not make the
final cut. I also thought the Kirtland Safety Society Bank bills, reissued
in Salt Lake City with signatures including Brigham Young, would be in
the top 100, but no.

In final form, the top 100 turned out to be a wonderful distribution
of landmark rarities such as the Grand Watermelon, plus many easily
collectible items—such as the $1 Hawaii overprint note, or a Fractional
Currency bill depicting F.E. Spinner.

The Series of 1869 "Rainbow Notes"
include the $1, $2, $5, and $10, each
with a panorama of color on the face.
These were popular with voters. Higher
denomination Series of 1869 Legal
Tender Notes are not "rainbow," as
they lack the green overprint.

Issue dated December 10, 1690, this
unique Massachusetts 5-shilling note is
the earliest known piece of paper money
issued by any government in the
Western Hemisphere. As explained in
the book, this bill was issued nearly a
year prior to a related Massachusetts bill
dated February 4, 1690. Eric P. Newman
helped clarify the reason.
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rate essay or story.
This turned the
project from, say, a
two week effort in
gathering pictures,
to nearly a year of
in-depth immer-
sion, exploration,
and consultation
with others in the
hobby.

From what
readers have said,
the result—with
an essay or story
on each note. often with accompanying illustrations besides the face and
back of the note itself—turned out to be very appealing. Chet Krause
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In the Marketplace

Since its publication in January, The 100 Greatest American
Currency Notes has been "flying off the shelves" everywhere, accor-
ding to Mary Counts, president of Whitman Publishing LLC.
Remarkably, for every one copy sold within the hobby, several are
sold in chain bookstores and elsewhere such as Barnes & Noble,
Borders, Books-A-Million, and neighborhood bookstores. This has
the result of "spreading the word," so to speak. At American
Numismatic Rarities, a long-time coin collector decided to switch orien-
tation, and now he is deeply immersed in paper money. Several related
stories could be told. The book has added a lot of electricity to the mar-
ket, I hear tell!

In time, when present supplies run out, there will be a second edi-
tion—with updated market prices (wow, has the market been changing!)
and a few corrections, possibly in 2007 or 2008. In the meantime,
Whitman's inventory of books is diminishing every day.

Creating the Descriptions

For Dave Sundman and me this was truly an enjoyable project. At
the outset we decided to do it the hard way—not to simply offer a series
of 100 pictures with captions, but, instead, to treat each note on its own
and give it a sepa-

The "Lazy Deuce" National Bank Note
swept up a lot of votes. Also shown is
a cylinder die used to create the steel
plate from which notes were printed.

Below: Is the wonderfully ornate scene
on the 1896 Educational $5 Silver
Certificate the most elaborate in the
federal paper money series? Many peo-
ple think so, but these notes were not
popular at all with bankers or the
Treasury Department when issued.
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The use of "In God We Trust" on paper
money was mandated by Congress in
1955 and was first used in 1957. Right?
No, wrong! Shown here is a detail from
a Series of 1882 Brown Back note
issued in Florida, showing the state
motto which, by the way, is IN GOD
WE TRUST! And, as if this is not
enough, the Series of 1886 $5 Silver
Dollar Notes show five Morgan dollars
on the back—each with the motto par-
tially visible and one with the motto
fully shown.
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Coming in as No. 100 in the voting was this scrip
note of Emperor Norton I of San Francisco—
America's one and only emperor (sort of). The full
story is "in the book."

and Cliff Mishler combined their talents to create the appreciation and
foreword for the book, adding interest. You can pick up the book at an
odd moment, read about any several notes you wish, as each story is
stand-alone.

There were quite a few things to be learned, despite the fact that
Dave and I have been collectors and professionals in paper money for a
long time. We did a lot of scouting around, asking questions, checking
historical information, and otherwise doing detective work, with the
result that quite a few previously unknown or forgotten facts have been
included.

My favorite anecdote in this regard relates to Tom Denly, who as
price coordinator had advance proof sheets from Whitman. At a paper
money convention he met with a leading auctioneer and discussed the
book. He replied as something like "Oh yes, just another picture book."

"Oh, no," Tom replied. "Look at this." He then handed the dealer—
one of America's best known names—the page about the $2 Battleship
Note. The dealer's reply: "You're right! I learned a lot!"

Probably the biggest eureka moment for Dave Sundman and me
had to do with the 1690-dated paper money of Massachusetts. We had
thought that the bill dated February 4, 1690, was the very earliest, and
that a related bill dated December 10, 1690, was second. Then with
some poking around, including some detailed discussions with Eric P.
Newman, we realized that the December 10, 1690, bill was first, as in
those early days the calendar was different, the year began on March
25th, and actually in 1690, the written date of February 4, 1690, is what
would translate today to February 4, 1691.

Now that the book has been in print for a few months, in a way I
wish it could have included the top 200 notes—as currency has everlast-
ing fascination, and Dave Sundman and I both enjoyed tracking down
the background of each in the listing. Perhaps more realistically, and
perhaps for an article in Paper Money, it would be interesting to men-
tion some faces on the cutting room floor, so to speak—some notes that

The $1 HAWAII note of World War II landed
a spot in king's row, so to speak, and was pop-
ular with voters. This is one of many bills in the
book that is highly collectible and, indeed, in
this instance quite inexpensive.
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