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Unissued $2 Educational Note
While on a research trip to the National Archives in the

1970s, I stumbled upon some correspondence that documented
a quarrel between the Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing (BEP) and artist and muralist Will Low (1853-1932).
Low had been commissioned to design the $1 (H[essler] 45 &
46) and $2 (H185 & 186) 1896 Silver Certificates known to col-
lectors as “Educational notes.”

In November 1893, Thomas F. Morris (1852-1898), chief
of Engraving at the BEP, visited Low in New York City and
probably discussed two designs, the artist was working on simul-
taneously. On May 10 of the following year, BEP Chief Johnson
wrote to Low about the designs:

I am glad to hear that you are at work on the finished
designs, and hope you will push forward to completion
at the earliest possible moment. Your suggestion as to
making [the] ‘History and Youth’ design for the
denomination of the one dollar is approved, and I
think the ‘Peace and War,’ or
‘Peace and Defence’ if you so
desire to call it, should be
made for the two dollar design.
Charles Schlecht and G.F.C.

Smillie, who were assigned to
engrave the $2 motif, both
expressed approval when they saw
the design. Johnson, on the other
hand, responded negatively. In a
letter dated December 14, 1894 the
Bureau Chief wrote:

I hardly know what to say with
reference to your second
design in addition to what I
have said, which, as you know,
was to the effect that it was not
satisfactory. While I regret that
such is the case, I cannot be expected as a public officer
to approve of a design to be used for so important a
purpose that is not all that I think it should be. As com-
pared to your first design and that of Mr. Walter
Shirlaw and some that are being prepared by other
artists, to my mind it is not up to their standard. If you
can change it so that we can be reasonably sure of its
approval by the people when used on a bank note it
will give me the greatest pleasure to approve it.
Low replied immediately on December 15, asking Johnson

why he had not been specific with his criticisms. Low itemized
the alterations he had already made at Johnson's suggestion:

In execution I considered it one of the best things

which I have done and superior to the first design but
in order to confirm my own belief and to give you the
benefit of an expert judgment both as to conception
and execution I offered to submit it to Mr. August
Saint-Gaudens [and]  Mr. Walter Shirlaw....
Both...agreed in thinking the second design superior to
the first as I have already advised you.
Nevertheless, Mr. Low agreed to further changes. On

January 5, 1895, he received a disconcerting letter from Johnson
explaining that “The design has been before me since its receipt
and, after considering it from every point of view, I am forced to
the painful duty of saying that it is not satisfactory." He closed
by saying the design will be returned. Hurt and frustrated, Low
wrote to the Secretary of the Treasury on January 14, 1895, stat-
ing he had fulfilled his part of an agreement to provide a design
for the specified $800 fee. 

I have found no further related correspondence was in the
National Archives. I can only assume Low was paid $800 for his
$1 design --- which was engraved by Schlecht --- but nothing for
his proposed $2.

In the box with this correspondence, I found a photograph
of Low's original sketch. The location of the actual sketch, is not
known. Although correspondence referred to a $2 design, the
sketch shows a $10 that was changed on the final printing sub-
mitted by Low. The $2 Educational note that ultimately was
issued was designed by Edwin H. Blashfield and engraved by
Schlecht and Smillie, who also would have engraved the Low $2
design.

Will H. Low's original sketch for an 1896 Silver Certificate that
never was issued. Although it shows a denomination of $10, it was
intended for the $2 note.

A photograph of the painting of this image with alterations
is seen on page 100 of the 2004 edition of my U.S. Essay, Proof
and Specimen Notes.

Since so many important documents and letters have been
secreted out of archives and libraries all over the world, I spoke
to the librarian in the room where I was working at the National
Archives and convinced her to separate the photograph from the
correspondence before this (illustrated) unique item disap-
peared.
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