
Paper Money • November/December 2012 • Whole No. 282 437

NATIONAL BANK NOTES OF THE FIRST CHARTER PERIOD AND SERIES
of 1882 Brown Back notes bear the state seal engraved in an oval on the back. If note
issue began before statehood, the territorial seal replaced the state seal. In a few territo-
ries, a generic eagle was used instead, perhaps because communications delays prevent-

ed timely acquisition of the seals. Dewitt G. Prather's book, United States National Bank Notes
and their Seals, details much of the early data about seals on notes.

The identity of the emblem used on Iowa notes has remained one of the mysteries of
this field. For some reason the Iowa state seal was not used on its early notes. Instead, an eagle
appears in the oval. What is that eagle?

The Seal on Iowa Nationals Revealed
By James C. Ehrhardt

Original (left) & state seal on
used on Iowa Nationals. The
overly-busy design of the state
seal was typical of several
state seals of the era. (Image
courtesy of Peter Huntoon)
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Iowa became a state in late 1846, more than seventeen years before the first Iowa
notes were issued. The state adopted its Great Seal in early 1847. So the state seal was avail-
able for use on all of its National Bank Notes. The state used at least five distinct varieties of
its Great Seal on official documents between 1847 and 1915, but the currency state seal does
not match any of those varieties closely. However, it does contain all the design elements
specified in the legal description.

In the mid-1890s, the Bureau of Engraving and Printing embarked on a project to
update the seals used for several states, including Iowa. The revised seals were used only on
Series of 1882 backs. There was insufficient need for additional Series of 1875 printings to
warrant production of new 1875 back plates. Peter Huntoon advised that the first new die for
Iowa bearing the state seal was certified on October 24, 1896.  Series of 1882 back plates with
the new seal became available shortly thereafter.

As a result, notes from banks chartered late in the Brown Back period used the state
seal exclusively. However, earlier Brown Back issuers, such as the Citizens National Bank of
Davenport, Iowa, #1671, received notes with both backs.

History of Iowa Seal

The history of the seals begins in 1838 with the creation of the Territory of Iowa. At
that time the President appointed Robert Lucas, former Governor of Ohio, as Governor of
the new territory. Gov. Lucas named a young Ohio attorney, Theodore S. Parvin, as his pri-
vate secretary. Mr. Parvin would blossom into a man of many talents and a key figure in our
story. He served in many territorial and state offices, as trustee and professor of the new
University of Iowa, co-founder of the State Historical Society of Iowa and the world-
renowned Masonic library in Cedar Rapids, and becoming the leading historian of early Iowa
events. The President independently appointed William B. Conway as Secretary of the
Territory, a position similar to Secretary of State. Both Governor Lucas and Secretary
Conway were jealously assertive of their individual duties and responsibilities. 

A well-documented example of the conflict between
Governor and Secretary involved the territorial seal. Secretary
Conway selected the design for the seal and commissioned
William Wagner of York, PA to engrave it. After Conway had
provided impressions of the new seal on wax and paper, the
Legislative Council and Governor formally approved it on
January 24, 1839.

Within three weeks, Governor Lucas obtained pos-
session of the seal and refused to return it to the Secretary.
Immediately, the Secretary wrote a lengthy letter to President
Martin Van Buren urgently requesting that he direct the
Governor to relinquish the seal. This request was unsuccessful,
and about six months later, a second letter to the President
yielded similar results. Evidently the affair made a lasting
impression because when the State Constitution was adopted
eight years later, it contained a clause specifying that the seal
“shall be kept by the Governor, and be used by him official-
ly.” 

The discovery of the identity of the Iowa currency
seal was related to the First National Bank of Davenport, char-
ter #15, the first National Bank to open its doors for business.

Its history has been told many times, so I will summarize briefly. After 10 years in the bank-
ing business in Davenport, Austin Corbin became President of the new bank which received
its charter a few days after the Comptroller of the Currency had approved it on June 22,
1863. The energy of Mr. Corbin and other bank principals led them to open for business on
June 29. That same day, 30 individuals and businesses made deposits totaling $80,506.93.

However, it took almost seven months to prepare the new currency. The bank
received its first shipment of $26,000 worth of $5 Original Series notes on January 21, 1864,
and promptly put them into circulation. Unfortunately, none of those first notes are known
to exist. The new currency attracted attention immediately.

1865 Photograph of Theodore S.
Parvin.  (Courtesy of State Historical
Society of Iowa, Iowa City)
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Several months ago I experienced one of

those serendipitous moments that one lives for. I was
browsing an 1864 volume of Annals of Iowa, the pri-
mary Iowa historical journal of the time, looking for
other material. While scanning an article about the
territorial seal by the journal editor, Mr. Parvin, I
noticed an asterisked footnote that said “And very
recently the National Government in their issues of a
National currency for the State, have executed the
Territorial rather than State seal upon the notes of
the Iowa National Banks. - Feb., 1864.” This was
written just a few weeks after the Davenport bank
first released their currency.

Original building of the First National Bank of
Davenport.

Unfortunately, I blithely dismissed this
report as inaccurate. That eagle on the Iowa notes
just didn't look to me like an official seal. I should
not have been so cavalier in my rejection. Not only
did Mr. Parvin have all the experience mentioned
above, he was a knowledgeable numismatist. A few
years before, he had donated a “full and complete set
of U. S. copper coins” and other coins and currency
to the Historical Society. Mr. Parvin's 1839 commis-
sion as the Territorial Librarian,which bears the ter-
ritorial seal, is illustrated below

Fortunately, a few months after my over-
sight, while working on another topic at the

Historical Society, I overheard two employees discussing the territorial seal. This triggered my
memory. I asked if they had a copy of the seal, and they gave me the image shown here.
Mystery solved!

Seal of the Territory of Iowa.  (Image courtesy of the State
Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City)

There can be no doubt that the original
currency seal is a close adaptation of the territorial
seal. Secretary Conway had described the seal as
“the EAGLE, the proud and appropriate symbol of
our national power, bearing, in its beak, an Indian
Arrow and clutching, in its talons, an unstrung bow;
and whilst the idea thus delicately evolved is so well
calculated to make the eye glisten with pride and cause
the heart to beat high with the pulsations of conscious

superiority, it nevertheless presents a touching appeal to
our manly sensibilities in contemplating the dreary destiny

of a declining race.”  The seal was never altered during its time in
use.

Additional research uncovered more documentary confirmation. On January 23,
1864, just two days after the release of the new Davenport currency, a local newspaper pub-
lished a long article about the notes. The article provided a detailed description of both sides
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of the notes. It stated “the end piece on the left of the V.'s is an oval with the eagle as repre-
sented on the Territorial seal of Iowa, with the name of the state, 'Iowa' printed in the cloud
work. This is a mistake; the Seal of the State of Iowa is a different design altogether, and
should have been engraved on the note in place of the Territorial seal.”

That observation raises several questions. No one in Iowa had ever seen a National
Bank Note before. How did the reporter know that the state seal was supposed to be on the
note?  Why did he suppose that the territorial seal was a mistake rather than a deliberate
choice?  Who chose the seal?

Other printed reports followed. The latest mention of the territorial seal I could find
was in a 1915 issue of Annals of Iowa, which quoted an 1864 letter criticizing the seal as unciv-
ilized and barbaric. “If Jeff Davis had adopted it for a vignette on his Confederate scrip instead
of the 'National Government' for the 'note of the Iowa National Bank,' I would not have been
so much surprised by it.”

The last official use of the territorial seal appears to have been in 1847 for a state
bond issue. However, opinion was split on the relative merits of the old and new seals. The old

seal continued to be used on some public
and private documents. For example, a late
1850s report by the state geologist on the
Iowa Geological Survey used the old seal.
About that use, Mr. Parvin wrote “I know
that Prof. Hall selected the 'Territorial' seal
from his own good taste, with the 'advice
and consent' of Gov. Lowe, who, with every
other gentleman of refinement, cannot but
regret the bad taste that conceived and
adopted the conglomerate devices of our
present 'Great Seal'.”

How, why, and by whom the Iowa
territorial seal was selected for currency use
and transmitted to the Federal Government
remains a mystery. A search in the Iowa
state archives uncovered no 1863 correspon-
dence between the Governor or Secretary of
State and the U.S. Treasury pertaining to
the seal. No records have been located in the
National Archives concerning the selection
of any of the state seals for currency. The

fact that an unexpected seal appeared on the Iowa notes was well known in Iowa, and it is sur-
prising that none of the published reports explained how this situation occurred.

Clearly, there is exciting historical work yet to be done.
For now, we can only say that Iowa First Charter Period and early 1882 notes bear

the territorial seal, a seal that had been obsolete for 17 years when the first of them were print-
ed, and a seal that had been officially replaced before National Bank currency came into exis-
tence!  Most Iowans did not protest. They respected the heritage that the seal represented.
Over the years, the notes gradually disappeared from view, the old generation was replaced by
younger ones, and the communal memory of the seal was lost.

Please contact me if me you have nuggets of information or copies of documents
bearing the territorial seal that can flesh out this on-going research. (jce@iowadsl.net)
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T. S. Parvin's 1839 commission as
Territorial Librarian of Iowa.
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