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Figure 1.  Shield used on the backs of the 2 percent consols of 1930.
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E
VERY ASSEMBLAGE OF HUMANITY DESIRES TO PROJECT AN
IMAGE, be it a nation, corporation or  motorcycle gang.  All eventually
attempt to distill their essence on some type of logo or seal.  All states and
many territories adopted coats-of-arms, or what we commonly call state or

territorial seals.
State legislatures typically appointed commissions to design their seals, gener-

ally comprised of the most learned men, many with classical liberal educations and a
smattering of Latin under their belts.  Typically these bodies attempted to cram every
iconic symbol and allegorical representation that they could fit into their seals.  The
visual references and symbolism on many are so obscure or parochial, residents had to
take citizenship courses in high school to learn the allegory embodied in their seals!

The two Maryland seals are good examples.  The earlier has at its centerpiece
Justice holding her scales in one hand and in the other she is clutching both an olive
branch and sword, which seem to
send contradictory messages.  To
the left of her feet is a bountiful
cornucopia and unity in the form
of a bundle of rods with protrud-
ing axe; to her right lies the city
of Baltimore.  There’s more, of
course, but space does not permit
laying it all out here.

Important is that Justice
is blindfolded as she should be,
but with one bared breast.  The
latter probably was a bit too
much for Victorian tastes, so they
changed the seal.  The second is
even more elaborate and framed
around Lord Baltimore with
thick imagery reaching back to
the colonial era.  Unless you are a
student of Lord Baltimore and
his line in colonial history, you
won’t be able to  fathom the seal.

Many territorial and
state seals were created when
those lands were being opened
for settlement by promoters.  Is it
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Figure 2.  Maryland:  the first
plate with the second seal was
certified October 31, 1896.



any surprise that the seals were used as advertising vehicles?  Often they projected
the virtues and bounty of the land with images of wild game, farms, industries,
mines - you name it.  They could convey the early trapping of civilization and soci-
etal connectedness through symbols representing the most modern means of trans-
portation - wagons, trains, boats.  They could entice with spectacular scenery.

Among the most recurring of themes on mid-western and western
seals were spectacular sunrises and mountain ranges.  A sunrise is a
universal metaphor for hope and future prosperity.

Truth in advertising - well, that goes out the window
as in all hucksterism. The fabulous mountain ranges form-
ing the skylines on the seals of states such as Florida,
Indiana, Kansas, Ohio, to name a few were largely bor-
rowed from the Rocky Mountain west or British
Columbia for the occasion!

Probably the best of these were the two
state seals for Ohio.  Campbell Hill, with an eleva-
tion of 1,550 feet, near Bellefontaine is the highest
point in Ohio, a state generally perceived as flat
as a pancake save for some gently rolling hills
that break the monotony if you know where to
look.  Despite these realities, the skyline on the
first Ohio seal is consumed by a grand moun-
tain beyond which to the left are higher peaks
on the distant horizon.  Those weren’t good
enough.  The resigned seal boasts jagged peaks,
the most distant probably snow capped!

Just get the people to come, they’ll
bond with their land be it the Rocky Mountains,
a prairie dog mound or a swamp!

The Texas state seal used on nationals is
refreshingly direct and uncluttered.  It is dominat-
ed by a bold star that lauds the status of the place
as a former independent republic.  The truth may be
that the seal owes it origin to a harried agent of the
Republic in need of a seal who applied an impression
from a brass button on his coat onto the document.
Regardless, thanks to the star on its seal and its flag, Texas

became known as the Lone Star State.  Later on, they felt
compelled to hoke the seal up by surrounding the star with a

wreath consisting of live oak and olive branches, respectively
symbolizing strength and peace.  That’s the version that appears on

nationals.
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Figure 3.  The Nevada seal adver-
tises the natural bounty of the
state.  Nevada was the 36th state
to be admitted to the Union, and
thus is represented by
the 36th star
around the
frame.
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Figure 4 above.  Ohio:  the first plate
with the second seal was certified June 4,
1897.

Figure 5 left.  Texas:  strength comes with
simplicity and boldness.
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Revised State Seals

If the seal didn’t convey quite the desired message, create a new one or
refine the old.  That’s what happened with the eight state seals and the seal for the
District of Columbia shown in pairs in this article.

Figure 6.  Alabama:  the first plate
with the second seal was certified
October 31, 1896.
Figure 7.  District of Columbia:
the first plate with the second seal
was certified October 24, 1896.
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Figure 8.  Iowa:  the first plate with the second seal was certified October 24, 1896.

Figure 9.  New York:  the first plate with the second seal was certified December 11, 1896.
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Figure 10.  North Carolina:  the first plate with the second seal was certified October 31, 1896.

Figure 11.  Vermont:  the first plate with the second seal was certified June 25, 1897.
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The biggest event to shape the history of the seals can be traced to the flood
of state admissions that commenced November 2, 1889, with North and South
Dakota and ended January 6, 1896, with Utah.  Seven new states were formed
including North and South Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho, Wyoming and
Utah.  They represented the 39th through 45th to join the Union.  With the excep-
tion of Utah all had been admitted within eight months of each other during 1889-
1890.

The BEP had to prepare new seals for each.  This work focused attention
on the seals, so while they were at it, they prepared revised seals for eight other states
and the District of Columbia beginning in 1893.  The whole program was complet-
ed by mid-1897.

Table 1 is a list of the redesigned state seals.  It is very telling that the certi-
fication dates for the first plate with each new seal advance within a few days of
being in alphabetical order down this list.  Clearly the revision of the state seals was
a systematic undertaking.

We are illustrating the first and second seals for the eight states and the
District of Columbia that are listed on Table 1.  All the scans are from Series of 1882
brown back proofs.

These seals were not used on Series of 1875 back plates even though dwin-
dling numbers of sheets continued to be printed into 1902 in that series.  It was rec-
ognized in 1897 that only five years remained for the Series of 1875 to run, and for
the most part existing stockpiles of preprinted backs with the first seals were suffi-
cient to see the series to its end for the affected states.

Figure 12.  Wisconsin:  the first
plate with the second seal was
certified June 26, 1897
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We have listed on Table 1 the numbers of Series of 1882 plates
made with each of the major varieties for the states and District of Columbia that
used different seals during the note issuing period.  These numbers serve as a rough
proxy for the availability of each.

Although there usually were fewer plates of the second variety, this doesn’t
necessarily mean they are scarcer.  Remember that the second varieties were the most

Table 1.  Statistics pertaining to Series of 1882 back plates for localit ies that received redesigned

coats of arms.  Notice that the certification dates for the first plates with new seals generally advanced in alphabetical
order by locality.

Plate Seria l Numbers
Cert if icat ion Date of F irst  With Last Numbers of Plates

State Combination F irst  with New Seal New Seal Made 1st Seal 2nd Seal

Alabama 5-5-5-5 Oct 31, 1896 5 6 4 2
10-10-10-20 Oct 31, 1896 6 9 5 4

50-100 Oct 31, 1896 3 5 2 3

Distri ct of  Columbia 5-5-5-5 Oct 31, 1896 4 6 3 3
10-10-10-20 Oct 24, 1896 6 9 5 4

50-100 Oct 24, 1896 2 4 1 3

Iowa 5-5-5-5 Oct 31, 1896 12 20 11 9
10-10-10-10 Nov 18, 1907a 1 1 -- 1
10-10-10-20 Oct 31, 1896 8 16 7 9

50-100 Oct 24, 1896 3 5 2 3

Maryland 5-5-5-5 Nov  7, 1896 8 13 7 6
10-10-10-20 Nov  7, 1896 9 14 8 6

50-100 Oct 31, 1896 4 6 3 3

New York 5-5-5-5 Dec 11, 1896 80 153 79 74
10-10-10-10 Aug  7, 1906a 1 1 -- 1
10-10-10-20 Jan  2, 1897 41 94 40 54

50-100 Dec 19, 1896 7 10 6 4

North  Carolina 5-5-5-5 Nov  7, 1896 6 8 5 3
10-10-10-20 Nov 28, 1896 3 6 2 4

50-100 Oct 31, 1896 2 3 1 2

Ohio 5-5-5-5 Jun 26, 1897 24 34 23 11
10-10-10-20 Jun  4, 1897 19 44 18 26

50-100 Jun 26, 1897 4 5 3 2

Vermont 5-5-5-5 Jul 29, 1897 12 18 11 7
10-10-10-20 Jun 25, 1897 8 12 7 5

50-100 Jun 25, 1897 2 2 1 1

Wisconsin 5-5-5-5 Jul 29, 1897 13 15 12 3
10-10-10-20 Jun 26, 1897 8 14 7 7

50-100 Jun 26, 1897 2 3 1 2

a.  Use of the Series of 1882 10-10-10-10 combination began in 1906.  
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recently printed, so the survival rate for notes carrying them is far greater than for
those with the first.

Surprise

We thought that the subject of state seals was cut and dried.  There didn’t
appear to be anything in terms of varieties other than the new seals that had been
adopted for eight states and the District of Columbia, which everyone knew.
DeWitt Prather’s book on them seemed definitive.

However, Huntoon was jolted from complacency when he found a ledger at
the National Archives showing the dates when various national bank note dies were
logged into the plate vault at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

The first thing he saw was that all the redesigned state seal dies were logged
into the ledger during a brief period before the end of 1897 that came on the heels of
the rash of state admissions in 1889-1896.  Instead of being random entries scattered
over time, it was clear that a focused effort had been undertaken to update all the
seals requiring changes at once.

Second, mixed in were entries for other states long after the original seals
for those states had been made.  This implied that there should be varieties in exist-
ing seals that had not been recognized.

Third, there was more than one entry for Utah territory and Idaho state,
but only one seal was known to Prather from each.

One of Shiva’s specialties is these seals, so Huntoon contacted him with a
proposal that they collaborate on sorting things out.  We immersed ourselves in the
proofs at the Smithsonian as quickly as we could arrange a trip to Washington, DC.
The entries in the die ledger quickly led us to previously undocumented varieties.

Then we started to identify varieties that were not listed in the ledger.  We
were amazed to find that most represented entirely new engravings.

It was clear that the seals on the backs of early national bank notes were as
dynamic as other design elements!  They are loaded with interesting very collectable
varieties.

This is the first of a four-part series on our findings.  You can be certain
that the last word will not be in on the seals even with the publication of this series
of articles!  

Read Prather’s book to learn about the symbolism embodied on the seals.

Coming Attractions

Part 2 in this series will treat the alterations to existing state seals that we
identified.  Part 3 will relate the engrossing and convoluted tales of the Utah territo-
rial seal, and Idaho and Wyoming state seals. Part 4 will reveal variations in the use
of the generic seals on the right sides of the backs on the different plate combina-
tions as well as other incidental findings.
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