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I
n an artIcle In the JanUary-feBrUary 2013 IssUe
of Paper Money, we revealed the surprising fact that the coats-
of-arms for eight states and the district of columbia on the
backs of series of 1882 brown backs were replaced or revised

during the brief period october 1896 through June 1897.  the affect-
ed seals were alabama, district of columbia, Iowa, maryland, new
york, north carolina, ohio, vermont and Wisconsin.

not only were the seals replaced or revised, the work was car-
ried out in almost perfect alphabetical order.  clearly the revisions
were part of a systematic reevaluation of the seals rather than periodic
corrections sprinkled randomly through the series of 1882 brown
back era.  the timing of the changes followed immediately on the
heels of the rash of admissions of seven new states beginning with the
datokas and ending with Utah during 1889-1896.

We surmised that there was linkage between the two events.
specifically, it appeared that once the employees at the Bureau of
engraving and printing finished with the state seals for the newly
admitted states, they simply went on to revise existing state seals that
were in need.

this conclusion missed the mark based on newly uncovered
documents in the national archives.

The Paper Column
By Peter Huntoon
& Andrew Shiva

Philatelist was Catalyst 
for Revisions to Coats-of-Arms

on the Backs of Series of 1882 Nationals



the reality is that a philatelist named robert stockwell hatcher
set the program of revisions in motion on february 12, 1893, by writing
to comptroller of the currency a. Barton hepburn inquiring why the
coat-of-arms for maryland on the backs of nationals was not the seal
adopted by the state.  the comptroller bounced hatcher’s letter down to
the chief of the Bep who responded as follows:

march 2, 1893
hon. a. B. hepburn
comptroller of the currency
sir:

I have the honor to return herewith a letter addressed to
you, under date of february 12th last, by mr. r. s. hatcher, of
chicago, calling attention to the fact that the coat-of-arms of the
state of maryland is represented on the backs of all notes issued by
the national banks of that state by a female figure of Justice standing
holding a pair of scales in one hand and a sword and an olive branch
in the other, and asking why the federal Government has used a
device upon the currency other than that adopted by the state as its
official seal, and forwarding by you under date of the 15th ultimo
with the request that I give you the necessary information on this
point.

the coat-of-arms of maryland, with that of other states,
was engraved for the national currency in 1863 or 1864 by the
american Bank note co. of new york, and was turned over to this
Bureau in 1875 when the printing of the national currency was
transferred here by that company.  this Bureau has continued the
use of the coat-of-arms described by mr. hatcher without its being
observed that it did not conform to the official seal of the state.  I
have asked the american Bank note company to explain how it
occurred that this design was engraved instead of the correct one,
and they answer that their records contain nothing that will throw
any light on the subject.  the secretary of state of maryland has,
upon my inquiry, furnished me with the enclosed newspaper clip-
ping relative to the origin and history of the great seal of that state.
from this it will be seen that the design engraved by the bank note
company was the design on the obverse of the seal adopted by the
state in 1794.  the seal of the state was subsequently changed in
1817, and in 1854 when the original seal of lord Baltimore was
again adopted, although modified without authority.  It would
appear that, even at this time, the ancient arms of lord Baltimore
were the arms of the state.  the unauthorized modifications appear
to have been eliminated in 1876, and since that time there can be no
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Figure 1.  Robert S. Hatcher, the philatelist whose
letter to Comptroller of the Currency Hepburn set
in motion the revisions to several coats of arms
used on the backs of national bank notes, was
reading clerk of the Indiana State Senate when this
photo was taken in 1895.  (Photo from the Indiana
State Library)
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question as to what are the seal and arms of the state.  It is perfectly clear that in
1863 and 1864 there was no authority for selecting the design which was engraved.

I find, on comparing the seals of the several states appearing on the notes
with published representations and descriptions of them, that there is a variation in
the coat-of-arms of Iowa.  the secretary of state of Iowa informs me that there has
been no change in the seal of that state since 1863, except the correction of a slight
mistake made by the engraver who executed the original work.  the design on the
official seal of the state consists of a man holding a flag, with a sheaf of grain and a
steamboat in the back-ground; the design on the note consists of an eagle with an
arrow in its beak.  there is also a variation between the official seal of the state of
alabama and the design appearing upon its currency, but the present seal was
adopted in 1868, and this may account for the variation.

I shall be glad to have, at your earliest convenience, your instructions as
to what action, if any, this Bureau shall take with reference to the coats-of-arms of
these three states.

very respectfully,
William m. meredith
chief of Bureau

Figure 2.  The first coat-of-arms that philatelist Robert S. Hatcher flagged as incorrect was the obsolete Maryland seal on the left.  The one on
the right featuring Lord Baltimore’s family coat-of-arms was the current seal.
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Important in meredith’s letter is that the work on the
coats-of-arms prior to 1875 was contracted out to the american
Bank note company, and aBnc was given responsibility for all
aspects of obtaining the seals from the various states and getting
them right.  It is apparent that the work of the aBnc was accept-
ed without vetting for accuracy by anyone in the treasury
department.

Figure 3.  BEP Chief William Meredith determined that the American Bank
Note Company had incorrectly modeled the Maryland seal on an obsolete
coat-of-arms adopted in 1794.  (Photo from BEP [2004]).

hatcher turned out to be a very interesting fellow.  once
we had his name, we searched the letters sent by the chiefs of the
Bep and came up with evidence of a lively correspondence
between him and various comptrollers and chiefs.  Google pro-
duced additional interesting information on him.  he was born
february 15, 1865 at lafayette, Indiana.

hatcher was a philatelist, who based on the type of
inquiries he made, was what is today called a back-of-the-book
guy, a person who collects material found in the back of the Scott’s

Figure 4.  Once Hatcher alerted the BEP to the problem with the Maryland seals, BEP Chief Meredith became aware that the seal used for
Iowa also didn’t conform to the legal description of the state seal.  It turned out that the seal in use (left) was the territorial seal.  See
Ehrhardt, 2012.
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Specialized Catalogue of U. S. Stamps including revenue stamps and other exotic
stamp-like items such as lock seals.  he was an early member of the american
philatelic association, having joined shortly after it was organized in 1886 as mem-
ber #308.  he actively sponsored several other members so his name appears in sev-
eral of the earliest issues of The American Philatelist.

the earliest letter we found to him from the Bep was the following
response to a letter he sent when he was 23 years old.

march 3, 1888
mr. robert s. hatcher
laher house
lafayette, Ind.
sir:
In reply to your letter of the 29th ultimo in which you ask me if the

first plates engraved of the five dollar silver certificate had not the word “trust”
on the reverse of one of the dollars spelled “trast”; and also if this was an error or
intentional, and if subsequent issues have been altered, I have to say that on the
plates from which the first five dollar silver certificates were printed the “u” in
the word “trust” on the reverse of the dollar to the right of the center was slightly
blurred so as to have had somewhat the appearance of an “a.”  as soon as the
defect was discovered it was corrected.

respectfully yours,
e. o. Graves
chief of Bureau 

clearly hatcher was scrutinizing Bep engravings of all types, and bringing
to bear a philatelist’s eye for minor varieties.  In the ensuing couple of years he
became something of a persistent pest by requesting samples of exotic items such as
formal invitations and inaugurations that had been engraved at the Bep and seeking
information about exotic varieties on revenue stamps and the like.

hatcher was drawn to the seals on the backs of nationals, so the new seals
that began to appear on notes from the recently admitted states caught his fancy.
on november 29, 1891, he wrote Bep chief William meredith requesting copies of
the new state seals for montana, north and south dakota, Washington and
Wyoming.  as with previous requests, this too was gracefully declined.

hatcher was a lawyer who began his career in lafayette, Indiana, but had
moved to chicago in 1891 at the time he requested the new state seals.  his wife
Georgia, whom he married in 1889, was prominent in social circles and her poodle
was the Bench show winner of the american Kennel club in 1891.  at the time they
resided at 443 dearborn avenue.  however, the hatchers returned home to
lafayette, Indiana, at the end of november 1893.

Figure 5.  Hatcher’s first letter to the BEP, written in 1888 when he was 23 years old, inquired about the “u” in the word “trust” on the
reverse of the dollar to the right of the center that had the appearance of an “a.”  BEP Chief Meredith advised that the problem affected the
first of the $5 Series of 1886 back plates and that they already had noticed and repaired the defect.
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claude m. Johnson succeeded Bep chief meredith in 1893
before the hatchers returned to lafayette, and he aggressively tapped
into hatcher’s knowledge of the coats-of-arms for the various states.
Johnson wrote in november asking if hatcher would provide
descriptions and samples of the state seals for alabama, Iowa and
Wyoming.  this was followed by a similar request in december for
information on the maryland seal.

over the next several months into 1894 hatcher eagerly
responded with loans of legal descriptions and prints for the various
state seals.  he even submitted colonial notes and a wax impression
bearing the maryland state seal.  clearly Johnson was finding him to
be a more reliable and convenient source for this information than
the various secretaries of state.  By then Johnson had promised to

send hatcher proofs of all the seals under revision.
the list of states seals under scrutiny grew as both hatcher and Johnson dis-

covered additional discrepancies.  for example, by september 1894, both knew that
the new york seal required revision.

hatcher’s career was maturing nicely to the
point that he was elected reading clerk of the senate of
the fifty-ninth General assembly of the state of
Indiana, which commenced January 10, 1895.  his
interest in and knowledge of state seals gained official
recognition when the Indiana senate passed senate
concurrent resolution no. 20 appointing him
commissioner to “Investigate the origin and history of
the seal of the state of Indiana, and Whether said state
has any legally authorized coat-of-arms or seal.”

his report was submitted march 8, 1895.  he
concluded that “there is no provision in the [Indiana]
constitution and none existing by statute as to what the
state arms or seal shall be.”

next, he was appointed reading clerk of the
U. s. house of representatives at the beginning of the
first session of the fifty-fourth United states congress
in 1895.

Figure 7.  Hatcher was charged by the Indiana Senate in 1895
with the task of determining if Indiana had an official coat-of-
arms.  He concluded that it did not.  The seal used on national
bank notes featured a buffalo that could be confused with a
charging wild boar!  Indiana in 1963 finally adopted an official
coat-of-arms along the lines of the seal used on nationals.

Figure 6.   Incoming BEP Chief Claude Johnson actively took advantage of
Hatcher’s expertise and requested him to send legal descriptions and samples of
coats-of-arms that required replacement or revision.  In return, Johnson provided
Hatcher with proofs of the new seals.  Incidentally, the title Chief was changed
to Director during Johnson’s tenure at his urging.  (Photo from BEP [2004]).
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there is a human dimension to this story that can serve as a lesson to all of
us.  this revolves around how the different Bep chiefs engaged mr. hatcher.
hatcher was correct in his assessment that the maryland seal used on the backs of
nationals was not the official state coat-of-arms.  chief meredith acknowledged this
with graciousness, but the tone of his correspondence with hatcher was that of the
insiders versus the outsider.  hatcher was a nuisance who was causing costly work
for the government.  even though correct, and even while the instance he raised was
causing Bureau employees to scrambled to determine if there were problems with
other state seals, he was being held at arms length.  once the can of worms was
exposed, the Bureau insiders pursued independent confirmation of discrepancies
with the various secretaries of state bypassing hatcher even though he probably had
all the information they needed at his fingertips.

In contrast as soon as claude Johnson assumed office, he took the position
that maybe this fellow hatcher might possess expertise that could benefit the
Bureau, so why not engage him?  listen to the cordial tone of his first letter to
hatcher:

november 21, 1893
mr. r. s. hatcher
443 dearborn ave.
chicago, Ill.
sir:
learning of the great interest you have taken in the subject of the seals

and coats of arms of the various states and the service you have rendered the
Government in the correction of unnoticed errors in this regard, I write to ask if
you have in your possession descriptions of the designs of the seals adopted by
the states of Iowa, alabama and Wyoming which you can furnish me, or if you
can refer me to a source from which I can obtain such descriptions.

very respectfully,
claude m. Johnson
chief of Bureau

after several exchanges, Johnson sent the following.

february 12, 1894
mr. r. s. hatcher
lafayette, Ind.
dear sir:
your favor of the 8th instant, enclosing copies of the seal of Iowa and

quoting description of the same from the act authorizing it, is received.  the
preparation of the new bonds and other urgent work have retarded progress on
the new seals somewhat, but it is expected that work on them will be resumed at
an early day, and unless again interrupted by something more urgent, will soon
be completed.  the seal of maryland has not yet been taken up for execution,
and I am unable to give you any definite information as to how soon it will
appear on the currency for that state.

I will return to you the copies of the seal of Iowa, as requested, when
the engraving is completed.  I will also take pleasure in having prepared for you
impressions of all the newly prepared seals when the work on them is completed.

permit me to again thank you for the assistance you have rendered this
Bureau in connection with its work on the new seals.

very respectfully,
claude m. Johnson
chief of Bureau

of course hatcher fell all over himself under this stroking and in return
provided everything he had at his disposal in order to assist.  through simply cour-
tesy and acknowledgment that hatcher might possess special expertise, Johnson
enfranchised hatcher, drew him into the inner circle, and in return hatcher efforts
on his behalf cut to the chase saving the Bureau months of laborious correspondence
with the various secretaries of state.
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notice the small touch where Johnson explained that work on the seals was
delayed because of more pressing bond work.  that fact didn’t need to be revealed,
but if you are talking across the fence to a friend, it is just what would be said.

Conclusion

our findings reveal that the reason that the seals for eight states and the
district of columbia were revised had nothing to do with the affected secretaries of
state requesting changes.  the changes were brought about through the evolving col-
laboration between hatcher and the Bureau of engraving and printing personnel to
scrutinize the legal descriptions of all the existing seals, and for the Bep to render
new engravings for those where problems were found.  much if not all of this work
corrected problems introduced by the american Bank note company, which has
been contracted to make the original seals prior to 1875, before the Bep assumed
responsibility for printing national bank notes.

In terms of the fidelity of the renditions of the seals used on nationals, the
Bep used the following yardstick to judge their seals (Johnson to eckels, mar 11,
1897).

an authority on coats of arms, in the employ of massrs tiffamy & co.,
who have given considerable attention to this subject, states that where the
engraving conforms to the official description of the coat of arms, it should not be
condemned as wrong, although it may vary slightly in the drawing, or in the posi-
tion of the figures forming part thereof.
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