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THE BUREAU OF ENGRAVING AND PRINTING PRINTED FEWER
than two million Series of 1928 $1 legal tender notes ($1 LT) during March
and April 1933. The Treasury had ordered them to plug a potential $1
Silver Certificate ($1 SC) shortage that they anticipated would develop later

in the year. The shortage never happened. 
They released fewer than 3,000 $1 LTs through the cash window at the

Treasury building before deciding not to circulate the notes at all. They then held the
balance of notes in unissued currency reserves for 15 years. Another $1 shortage
developed in 1948-49 that allowed them to utilize the old stocks, but not before they
thought creatively about where to most effectively use them.

The primary reason that Treasury officials resisted using the notes, even
when freshly printed, was to avoid burdening the redemption agencies in the Federal
Reserve Banks and the Treasury Department with having to sort them from the ubiq-
uitous $1 SCs. At the time, Silver Certificates comprised the entire $1 supply.

Another reason was that silver legislation passed in 1934 allowed the
Treasury to greatly expand their $1 SC stocks. This reinforced their ability to meet
future demands for $1 SCs. 

This is the story of the 1928 $1 LTs. It is based on authoritative documenta-
tion that I found in the Bureau of the Public Debt files housed in the National
Archives. Letters there explained the need for the notes in 1933, and their subsequent
use in 1948-49.

Why Treasury Printed $1 Legal Tenders 

Two factors converged that caused the Treasury to print $1 LTs in 1933.
First, their $1 SC reserve was running low; second, they had reached the limit under
then-current laws on their ability to increase that supply. As they searched for
options, existing legal tender legislation offered them their only way around the
dilemma. 

Series of 1928 $1 United States Notes
By Jamie Yakes

Figure 0. Serial number 1 Series of
1928 $1 legal tender note. (National
Numismatic Collection/Peter
Huntoon)
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Heavy currency withdrawals attendant to hoarding during 1930-32 had
strained the capacity of the Treasury and the Federal Reserve Banks to provide ade-
quate supplies of currency. At the time, all $1 notes were in the form of Silver
Certificates (Figure 1), and that supply was growing short. By 1933, the Treasury's
$1 stock had fallen 5% from the level of two years prior, and $1 reserves in the
Federal Reserve banks had decreased 12% in just the past year.1

The low reserves greatly concerned Treasury officials. On March 15, Public
Debt Commissioner William Broughton warned Assistant Treasury Secretary James
Douglas of an "approaching shortage of $1 bills."2 Broughton advised that the sup-
ply on hand would last a few more months, but also cautioned they couldn’t “fully
comply with all the requests of Federal Reserve Banks for this denomination.”3

The Treasury's ability to issue Silver Certificates was limited to $540 mil-
lion,4 an amount based on the quantity of silver dollars they held as assets, and a
value that had remained unchanged since the Pittman Act recoinages ended in 1928.
Since then, the supply of silver dollars had easily met the demand, so the U.S. mints
had produced no more of the coins. By 1933, demand for $1s appeared to be exceed-
ing the $540 million limit.

The Treasury had few options for printing $1s in other classes. Legislation
providing for Federal Reserve Notes and Gold Certificates didn’t authorize the use of
$1 notes. Congress had authorized $1 and $2 National Bank Notes in 1917 (Figure
2), but actually using them was deemed too cumbersome. Lastly, the Emergency
Banking Act passed earlier in March 1933, which authorized the Series of 1929
Federal Reserve Bank Notes, didn’t provide for $1 notes. Their only recourse was to
print $1 LTs, because that denomination was still authorized on the books.

Figure 1. The Treasury simplified
the currency line-up prior to intro-
ducing small-size notes in 1928.
From then until 1933, it had issued
$1 bills only as Silver Certificates.
(National Numismatic
Collection/Peter Huntoon)

Figure 2. The only
other $1 notes the
Treasury could have
issued in 1933 were $1
National Bank Notes
(model shown here).
Congress had approved
them in October 1917
in an amendment to
the national banking
act, but using them in
1933 would have been
impractical. (National
Numismatic
Collection/Peter
Huntoon)
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Printing the $1 Legal Tenders

The Treasury had undertaken a program to simplify the currency prior to
when they introduced small-size notes in 1928. As a result, they had confined small-
size $1s solely to Silver Certificates. This step simplified the workloads for both the
BEP and the redemption agencies. 

The total volume of legal tender notes in circulation was fixed by law since
1878 at just over $346 million.5 After 1928, the Treasury maintained that volume
through the issuance of $2 and $5 notes. They had the option to withdraw unfit $2s
and $5s and substitute in their place $1s, and could even redeem fit $2s and $5s if
necessary.

Broughton mentioned to Douglas that the BEP already possessed a die for
$1 LT faces, which they altered to have the then-current Woods-Woodin signatures.6
Using this die, the BEP began turning out finished $1 LT face plates on March 24,
1933.  By April 8, they had 32 plates in service, inclusive of serial numbers 1 to 30,
32, and 36.7

The production of the first batches of $1 LT face plates was unusual because
the BEP made them as steel plates using Perkins roll transfer technology instead of
employing the modern electrolytic deposition process. Apparently, using the older
technology allowed them to launch the program in a hurry.

They continued making steel plates through May 29, the last being plate 61,
and three days later started finishing electrolytic faces, beginning with plate 63. They
ceased $1 LT face plate production on October 4, 1933, after finishing electrolytic
plate 117.8

They never used any of the electrolytic plates, nor the last of the steel plates.
Because they continued producing faces into October reveals the Treasury was still
considering the option of using $1 LTs.  

Distinguishing $1 Legal Tender and Silver Certificates

The face and back designs of the 1928 $1 LTs and $1 SCs were virtually
identical (Figure 3), right down to the then-current Woods-Woodin signatures. This
became a sticking point for the Treasury because the laws required that both classes

Figure 3. The intaglio face designs
for 1928 $1 SCs and $1 LTs were
virtually identical. Although the
red and blue seals and serial num-
bers primarily distinguished each
class, the BEP added the U.S.N.
legend around the legal tender
clause on the $1 LTs. (National
Numismatic Collection/Peter
Huntoon) 
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be separated during redemption. Up to this point, that was never a factor, but now
separating them was going to introduce problems.

Previously, the issue of sorting had prevented the Treasury from printing
and circulating $10 and $20 legal tender notes in 1932, and later $20 and $100
Silver Certificates in 1934. They deemed it bad enough that the redemption agencies
had to segregate the higher denomination Gold Certificates and Federal Reserve
Notes. The Treasury didn’t have leeway to be as courteous with the $1 LTs. 

The red seals on the new $1 LTs would be a major asset in separating them,
but redemption personnel already knew that the red seals tended to fade. To help
them, the BEP boldy engraved the legend “United States Note” around the legal ten-
der clause.

$1 Legal Tender Notes Withheld

Treasury officials had reluctantly moved forward with printing the $1 LTs,
but it soon became evident that existing $1 SC stocks were sufficient to meet
demands. Not needing the $1 LTs, the Treasury canceled the production program,
and the BEP abruptly suspended face printing on April 12.

The BEP serial-numbered 1,872,000 notes from the existing production
and delivered the finished notes to the Treasury between April 26 and May 3.9Most
went into unissued inventory, but the first 8,000 notes went to the cash room in the
Treasury building (Figure 4). Cashiers released a total of 2,78310 to dignitaries and
the public before the rest were withdrawn back to reserves.

The Treasury’s need for the $1 LT notes had vanished. In 1934, Congress
authorized the Treasury to monetize silver bullion through the Gold Reserve Act,
and then increased the supply of silver available to the Treasury through the Silver
Purchase Act. 

The acts vastly increased the Treasury’s capability to issue Silver
Certificates. From them on, the volume of Silver Certificates ballooned, with no
limit on the amount of $1s the Treasury could circulate (Figure 5).

All the while, Treasury officials remained sensitive to the stockpiled $1 LTs
because they had cost taxpayer money to produce. They considered it wasteful to
destroy them, so they simply inventoried the supply. 

Figure 4. Records from an inventory
on May 15, 1933, of the Treasury's
unissued currency reserves. Most of
the 1,872,000 1928 $1 LTs were
placed into reserves. The first 8,000
went to the cash room. (Bureau of
Public Debt files, National Archives.)
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Notes Sent to Puerto Rico

A perfect opportunity to finally use the $1 LTs came late in 1948. Heavy
currency demands had once again reduced $1 reserves at the Treasury and the
Federal Reserve Banks. Fiscal Assistant Secretary Edward F. Bartlett noted especially
“heavy” demand for $1 notes against “very low” Treasury reserves of that denomina-
tion.11

Bartlett suggested to Treasury Secretary John Snyder that they supplement
the short supply of $1 SCs with the approximately 1,870,000 stockpiled $1 LTs.
This would save $19,000, equivalent to the cost of printing the same amount of
Silver Certificates, and also salvaged the money they had already spent to produce
the notes.12

He further suggested--mindful of the eventual bothersome need to segregate
redeemed $1 LTs from SCs--that the Treasury send them to Puerto Rico. Having
them circulate in Puerto Rico would effectively segregate them from contaminating
the Silver Certificate supply on the mainland. 

The Treasury had been shipping currency regularly to the island through
the San Juan Branch of the National City Bank of New York City.13 In 1932 those
deliveries included about $400,000 a month in $1s.14 They commenced with the $1
LT deliveries in November 1948, sending 400,000 notes by year’s end, and shipped
the remaining notes the next year from January to April (Table 1). Those deliveries
comprised the entire remaining inventory of 1928 $1 LTs!

Table 1. Series of 1928 $1 LTs released from the Treasury's unissued cur-
rency reserves to Puerto Rico in 1948-49. (Compiled from bimonthly
Treasury inventories of unissued currency reserves: Record Group 53,
Bureau of Public Debt, Series K Currency, Box 2, Files 123.1 and 123.2.
National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland.)

Date Notes in storage Notes released
Nov. 15, 1948 1,870,000

a
--

Nov. 30, 1948 1,464,000 400,000
Jan. 14, 1949 964,000 500,000
Feb. 15, 1949 564,000 400,000
Mar. 15, 1949 144,000 420,000
Apr. 15, 1949 0 144,000
Notes: 

a 
Approximate.

Figure 5. Congress passed legislation in
1934 giving the Treasury expanded pow-
ers to issue Silver Certificates.
Subsequently, large issues of Series of
1934 and then Series of 1935 $1 Silver
Certificates quelled the Treasury's $1
supply problems through World War II.
(Heritage Auction Galleries)
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A Failed Option

The Treasury printed $1 LTs in 1933 as a last resort to avoid a potentially
devastating shortage of $1 SCs. As quickly as it approved them and the BEP printed
them, the notes became obsolete when the Treasury’s $1 problem righted itself. The
$1 LTs were then relegated to the vaults as a failed option.

The main story of the 1928 $1 LTs certainly ranks as a significant part of
the country’s monetary history, but the tale doesn't end there. A few anecdotes and
mysteries add intrigue to the story.

The First Sheets

The first 120 $1 LTs were delivered to the Treasury as ten uncut sheets. I
have been unable to find a distribution list for them. Schwartz and Lindquist list
the fourth, sixth, ninth, and tenth sheets as still being intact.15

We know that the first sheet has been cut. The serial number 1 note resides
in the Treasury Collection in the National Numismatic Collection at the
Smithsonian in Washington, D.C. It’s in excellent condition save for a small ciga-
rette burn in the top margin. The number 2 note is on permanent display at the
Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum in Hyde Park, New York.
The seal and serials on it have considerably faded.  

The Last Sheet

No mystery is as titillating as the circumstances surrounding the final
twelve $1 LTs the BEP printed. They numbered in total 1,872,012 $1 LTs: The first
1,872,000 were delivered to the Treasury between April 26 and May 3, 1933, but
the last 12 came out in the form of a sheet!

The sheet bore serials A01872001A to A01872012A, and was made during
193416 (Figure 6). This was a special order that required BEP employees to pull one
sheet from the unnumbered residual stock printed in 1933, and then set up a num-
bering press especially to number this sheet!

Figure 6. Page from a BEP ledger of
fiscal-year deliveries of finished cur-
rency sheets. Notice the single $1 LT
sheet delivered in fiscal year 1934
(July 1, 1933 to June 30, 1934).
(Bureau of Engraving and Printing
files, National Archives.)
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O’Donnell listed the sheet as reported in his census at least as early as the
seventh edition of his Standard Handbook of Modern United States Paper Money.17

Low Serials

The first 8,000 $1 LTs were delivered to the Treasury cash room. The first
brick contained the first 4,000 serials, less the first 120 notes as uncut sheets, and the
second brick included serials 4001 to 8000.

A total of 2,738 of the notes were released. Based on the low-number census
maintained by Logan Talks,18most of the reported low-numbered $1 LTs have seri-
als between 1 and 2000, and a second group in the 4000s. It is apparent cashiers dis-
tributed notes from both bricks in serial number order before such issuances ceased
(Figure 7).

Star Notes

The BEP printed 24,000 $1 legal tender star notes,19 but based on reported
specimens, only issued about 8,000 (Figure 8). The star serials in Talks’ census range
from number 2 to 7892.20 All have plate positions from A to F, which indicates that
the BEP printed them in a single run of 2,000 sheets, with serials 1 to 12,000 on the
A-F notes, and 12,001 to 24,000 on the G-L notes.

Specimens

At least one uniface $1 LT specimen is known. It appeared in Heritage’s
2012 F.U.N. sale.21 That specimen is from the B-position of from plate 1, and bears
printed serial A000000A (Figure  9).

Based on its plate position, the specimen came from a full 12-subject sheet
or possibly a 6-subject half sheet. The whereabouts of any other specimens are
unknown. None are included in the National Numismatic Collection.

Figure 7. Serial number 5000 1928 $1
legal tender note. (Logan Talks)

Figure 8. The BEP printed 24,000 1928
$1 LT star notes, but apparently used
only 8,000. (Heritage Auction Galleries)
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The Myth of Plate 12

For decades a myth has swirled around $1 LT face plate 12. Rumor has it
that notes from plate 12 are supposed to be rare. The rumor owes its origins to
Chuck O’Donnell, who found notes from the plate, but not the plate’s record card
among records he examined at the BEP. He therefore considered plate 12 anomalous
in some way.  

The fact is, plate 12 was used simultaneously alongside all the other plates
during production of the notes. Specifically, the plate history ledger shows that it
was on a press from March 27 until April 12, 1933.22 Census information reveals
that plate 12 notes are no rarer than those from any of the other production plates.

Woodin’s Signature

William H. Woodin served as secretary of the Treasury for 303 days from
March 4 to December 31, 1933. Up to that time his was the shortest tenure for any
secretary since the secretary’s signature began to appear on currency starting with
the Series of 1914 Federal Reserve Notes.

He served with two treasurers: Walter O. Woods until May 31, and there-
after with William A. Julian. The Woodin combinations are the scarcest signature
pairings of federal officers on early small-size currency. 

The Woods-Woodin combination appeared on only three notes: the 1928
$1 LTs, Series of 1928C $1 SCs, and Series of 1928D $5 FRNs. Woodin’s signature
first appeared on a 1928C $1 Silver Certificate face plate certified March 21, 1933.23

Numismatic Linkages

The timing of the production of the $1 LTs in April and May 1933 is of
consequence to paper money collectors. The BEP produced them just after it printed
a majority of the Series of 1929 Federal Reserve Bank Notes. 

Congress authorized the 1929 notes in the Emergency Banking Relief Act
of March 9, 1933, passed on the heals of President Franklin Roosevelt’s bank holi-
day proclamation three days earlier. The BEP rushed the notes into production with
all-day crash programs starting on March 11.

Congress intended them as a means to increase the nation's money supply
as hoarding was reaching a frenzied pace. Although not an emergency currency, the
Treasury ordered the 1928 $1 LTs as part of the same overall push to help keep cash
moving in the public sector.
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Figure 9. This unique $1 LT speci-
men appeared in the 2012 F.U.N
sale. (Heritage Auction Galleries)
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