
The Birth of Star Notes
The Back Story

by Peter Huntoon and Lee Lofthus 

Figure 1.  The acquisition by the BEP of high speed Harris serial numbering, sealing, severing and collating 
machines in 1910 forced creation of star notes because their use eliminated a bottleneck during the last 
inspection that would have resulted if defectives had to be exchanged out with make-up replacement notes 
printed on the spot.  Photo courtesy of Heritage Auction Archives. 

The Department of the Treasury transferred responsibility for sealing and separating type 
notes from the Treasurer’s office to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing in 1910.  On its face, 
this transfer appeared to be a rather benign adjustment in how to get a routine job done more 
efficiently. 

Quite to the contrary, what occurred was an epic bureaucratic turf battle between two 
organizations within the Treasury - the Treasurer's office and the Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing - over who would end up with final responsibility for putting the finishing touches on 
U. S. currency in order to monetize it.  The change was prodded on by Congressional committees 
bent on streamlining the printing process in order to save the taxpayers a lot of money. 

The outcome involved the transfer of a very large workforce with a substantial operating 
budget.  The Treasurer’s office was diminished, the BEP fattened.  This represented a transfer of 
power and influence in every sense of the word as defined in Washington, DC, culture - a culture 
that lives and breathes hierarchy and influence! 

Oddly, star notes owe their origin to this event. 
Power in Washington, DC 

There are four types of powerful people in Washington, DC.  The top dogs are the elected 
officials - those select few who garner enough votes to be installed at the very levers of power.  Of 
course, there is a hierarchy among the elected officials based on the relative prestige of the offices 
they hold that obviously rank downward from President to Senator to Congressmen.  Within a 
given strata, power flows to those with the longest tenure - a measure of their tenacity to convince 
their voters that they should be there. 
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Next comes the most senior appointed executive branch officials.  These people accrue 
power by virtue of being handpicked by a president to carry out his mandate.  The big guns are 
cabinet officials who manage sprawling agencies with huge budgets.  Their relative prestige is 
measured in face-time; that is, how much influence they wield with the President based on the time 
he personally spends with them. 

A terrific example of a cabinet member who carried enormous clout was Secretary of the 
Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr., who not only presided over the largest Treasury up to that point in 
history, but also was a close personal friend, confidant and policy maker in Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s inner circle. 

Then there are lower ranking non-cabinet officials such as the U. S. Treasurer, Comptroller 
of the Currency and Director of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.  These appointees derive 
their power and influence based on the importance of their responsibilities, size of the budgets they 
control, number of employees they manage, their tenure in office, and their access to their 
overlords. 

A prime example was BEP Director Alvin W. Hall, a Presidential appointee who served 
from 1924 to 1954.  By 1954 Hall was the longest serving director in BEP history and the bureau 
was huge, with a large budget and an untarnished reputation.  Mr. Hall did not seek the limelight, 
but you can be certain that toward the end of his career people listened when he spoke. 

Finally, when we look at DC hierarchy, we have to take seriously key career agency 
personnel.  They are Civil Service employees whose power usually flows down from the people 
under whom they serve, the responsibilities they hold, the size of the budgets they control, their 
longevity in office and their ability to get things done for their superiors.  Some of these people 
are dispensers of Federal largess, something that causes everyone both inside and outside the 
government who interacts with them to be particular deferential towards them. 

In 1910, the hierarchy within the Treasury was firmly established and can be measured by 
the salaries for the various positions.  The Secretary of the Treasury made $12,000 per year, the 
Treasurer $8,000, Comptroller of the Currency $5,000, Director of the Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing $5,000, Director of the Mint $4,500, Register of the Treasury $4,000 and Superintendent 
of the National Bank Redemption Agency $3,500 (MacVeagh, 1909). 

Treasurer’s Office and the BEP 
So what does a discussion of power and influence have to do with the Treasurer of the 

United States and the Director of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing?  Both are Presidential 
appointees. 

The function of the BEP simply is to serve as the printing plant for the Department of the 
Treasury and to accept contract printing work from other Federal agencies.  Clearly, within the 
hierarchy of Washington, the director takes orders and carries them out.  The ideal director is one 
who gets the job done effectively within a mostly congressionally mandated budget and is 
expected to do so with an absolute minimum of visibility.  Theirs is not to wield influence or 
make policy outside of their own domain.  Their job is not supposed to be controversial. 

The U. S. Treasurer has an imposing title.  The Treasurer is housed in the U. S. Treasury 
building along with the Secretary of the Treasury.  The position has considerably more cachet 
than that of most bureau directors with the added public visibility of being a signer of U. S. 
currency. 

The Treasurer’s position has been in existence since the days of the Continental Congress, 
initially responsible for raising funds for the Revolutionary War.  The Treasurer’s function 
evolved into responsibility for managing the receipt and disbursement of public funds held on 
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deposit in the Treasury or other authorized depositories. 
The heyday for the Treasurer’s office, at least from a U.S. currency standpoint, was from 

the Civil War through World War II when the Treasurer served as the nation’s banker and 
custodian of billions of dollars of the nation’s wealth.  During this era, Congress, through the 
National Bank Acts of 1863 and 1864, specifically charged the Treasurer’s office with custody 
over the bonds purchased by national banks to secure their circulations.   

Over the years, the Treasurer’s job has been redefined several times, notably in 1921 when 
Andrew Mellon directed that the Treasurer report to the newly created Under Secretary of the 
Treasury.  Later, the Treasurer’s responsibility as custodian for the bonds securing national bank 
notes vanished in 1935 with the demise of national bank notes. 

After WWII, the Treasurer’s main currency issue and redemption responsibilities were 
ceded to the Federal Reserve Banks.  By 1974 the Treasurer was separated completely from the 
Fiscal Service and its day-to-day cash management and reporting functions.  Currently, the 
Treasurer nominally oversees the BEP, the Mint, Fort Knox and serves as a liaison officer between 
the Department of the Treasury and the Federal Reserve Board. 

Our tale focuses on the Treasurer’s job back when the position had major currency 
responsibilities. 

 Secretary of the Treasury Daniel Manning, an appointee of 
Democratic President Grover Cleveland, transferred responsibility for 
sealing U. S. currency from the BEP to the Treasurer’s office in 1885, 
in an effort to better safeguard the currency.  This was no small bone to 
throw the Treasurer’s direction.  It entailed establishment of the Issue 
Division under the Treasurer, which was comprised of a large book 
keeping force and a small industrial-scale printing operation that took 
up much of the basement of the Treasury building. 

This responsibility vanished in 1910, when the work of sealing 
Treasury currency was reassigned to the BEP.  It represents one of 
those odd situations where the flow of budget and employees was from 
the domain of a top Treasury official to a mere bureau.  Watch the 
behavior of the key players as this flow of authority occurs.  It didn't 
happen voluntarily! 

Sealing Notes 
There were two kinds of currency in the eyes of the Treasury in 

1910.  There was Treasury currency in the form of legal tender notes, 
gold certificates and silver certificates that was the liability of the U. S. 
Treasury.  In contrast there also was bank currency in the form of 
national bank notes that was the liability of the banks.  What 
constituted a monetized note depended upon which kind of note it was. 

Legal tender notes, gold certificates and silver certificates were 
not considered to be monetized until they carried a Treasury seal.  In stark contrast, a national 
bank note could carry a Treasury seal but was not considered monetized until it was signed by the 
bankers who issued it. 

This is no small distinction.  A national bank note as printed by the BEP carried a Treasury 
seal, but even so, it was considered by Treasury to be incomplete.  Consequently, going into 1910, 
the BEP was prohibited from printing seals on Treasury currency, but not on bank currency owing 
to these distinctions. 

Figure 2.  Secretary of 
the Treasury Daniel 
Manning ordered in 1885 
that the sealing of 
Treasury currency be 
carried out by the U. S. 
Treasurer’s office as a 
security measure so that 
the Treasury Department 
could control the final step 
in monetizing the notes. 
 

Paper Money * Nov/Dec 2014 * Whole No. 294

402



The distinction in 1910 was silly, because the courts already had found that an unsigned 
national bank note was the liability of the bank of issue and had to be redeemed, so it was money in 
the eyes of the courts!  Congress recognized this reality and considered Treasury’s stance on what 
the BEP should and should not print on a note to be rather contrived. 

Sealing to Treasurer’s Office in 1885 
The BEP printed the seals on all U. S. currency prior to 1885.  This changed abruptly 

when Democrat Grover Cleveland assumed the Presidency and his appointees took charge of the 
Treasury; specifically, Secretary of the Treasury Daniel Manning and Treasurer Conrad N. Jordan. 
Jordan had formulated a plan to reform the Treasury Department as part of Cleveland’s campaign, 
so upon election Cleveland’s appointee Secretary Manning selected Jordan to serve as Treasurer. 

Manning (1885, p. 491) wrote 
The method in which United States notes and gold and silver 

certificates were issued at the time when the present Treasurer 
[Conrad N. Jordan] assumed the duties of the office appeared to him 
to lack the security which is had in every institution where such 
instruments of credit are issued.  In order to remedy this defect, in 
part, the imprinting of the seal of the Treasury on the newly-printed 
notes was transferred from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to 
this office.  The incomplete notes are now received by the 
Treasurer and completed by the imprint of the seal, then cut and 
separated under his supervision. 

An internal memo dated January 27, 1908 to Assistant Secretary Edwards in the 
Treasurer’s office introduced into a Congressional appropriation hearing in 1908 fleshes out 
Manning’s decision (House, Jan 28, 1908, p. 518). 

In 1885, when the control of the Treasury Department 
passed into the hands of a new political party, the officers who were 
charged with the responsibility and payment of these notes as 
obligations of the Government, after very careful and full 
consideration of the situation, reached the conclusion that it was 
unsafe to trust the final completion of the notes to the same 
establishment that manufactured them.  They held that inasmuch as 
the officials of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing were not 
bonded officers and were only responsible for the delivery of perfect 
and imperfect notes to balance the blank paper received by them that 
they should not be authorized to authenticate the notes or convert 
them into a money obligation of the Government.  They held that 
the final authentication of the notes should be made by the officer 
who was responsible for the money thus produced - this is, the 
Treasurer of the United States.  They also held that there was a 
danger in transporting the completed notes through the streets from 
the Bureau to the Department. 

The central issue was who should have the power to monetize Treasury currency.  
Obviously Treasurer Jordan wanted to reserve that authority to himself inside the Treasury 
building.  Two seemingly gratuitous secondary issues were raised to bolster the argument, 
probably because they could be more easily understood by the public than the subtle concept of 
monetizing a note.  First, that there was a risk of theft of the completed currency as it was being 
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transported between the BEP and the Treasurer’s office, and second, the Director of the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing was not a bonded official. 

Figure 3.  One justification used by Secretary Manning for moving the sealing operation to the Treasurer’s 
office was that the transports carrying finished currency between the BEP and Treasury building were 
vulnerable to theft, so he did not want monetized notes in those transports.  Library of Congress photo. 

Edward O. Graves, Director of the BEP in 1885, wrote the following in his annual report 
(Graves, 1885, p. 307-308): 

Since the close of the fiscal year an important change has 
taken place in the method of finishing United States notes.  A 
committee of officers of the Department was directed by the 
Secretary of the Treasury, on May 29, to devise and recommend to 
him a plan for imprinting the seals upon United States notes, and 
gold and silver certificates, and for separating the same, under the 
direction and supervision of the Treasurer of the United States. 
The committee, in its report, submitted the following propositions: 
1. That public policy requires that there should not only be

absolute security against fraud and over issue in the engraving
and printing of the public securities, but that the public should
be assured in some conclusive way that such security exists.

2. That such security can best be attained by intrusting the final
authentication of the public securities to other control than that
of the mechanical establishment by which they are executed.
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3. That this object may be accomplished with reference to United
States notes and certificates by intrusting to the Treasurer of the
United States the duty of affixing the seal of the United States
thereon.

4. That it is indispensable, in order to secure the full assurance of
security at which this plan aims, that the imprint of the seal
should not be made in the building where the securities are
executed, but in the Treasury building, under the direct
supervision of the Treasurer of the United States.

5. That, having examined the question, we believe that no legal
obstacle exists to the transfer to the office of the Treasurer of the
United States of a sufficient number of operatives and machines
from the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to perform this duty,
and to charging such salaries and other expenses connected
therewith to the appropriation for "labor and expenses of
engraving and printing."

6. That the notes and certificates complete, except as to the
imprinting of the seal thereon and the separation thereof, should
be delivered by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to the
Treasurer of the United States, and that the responsibility of the
Bureau should end and that of the Treasurer begin upon such
delivery.

7. That, in order to fully fix the responsibility of the Treasurer of
the United States, the notes and certificates should be taken up
in the cash account of his office immediately on the imprinting
of the seal thereon.

This report having been approved by the Secretary, steps 
were at once taken for the transfer to the office of the Treasurer of 
the United States of the presses, machinery, and operatives required 
to carry its recommendations into effect.  The necessary 
arrangements were completed on the 16th of July, and on that day 
the sealing and separating of the notes were begun by the Treasurer's 
Office, to which they are transferred by this Bureau unsealed and in 

sheets.  This plan has worked to the satisfaction of all 
parties concerned.  It relieves the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing of the risk of holding finished 
notes, and deprives it of the power to produce perfect 
securities of any kind. 

Figure 4.  Edward O. Graves, Director of the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing in 1885, ceded the sealing and 
separating operations for Treasury currency to the U. S.
Treasurer’s office and made arrangements for the transfer
of the presses, other required machinery and operatives
required to carry out the work in the basement of the
Treasury Building.  Photo from BEP (2004). 
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Graves’ gave up a rather modest operation in 1885.  Two pressmen, three separators who 
cut the sheets into individual notes and three sheet feeders were transferred to the Treasurer’s 
office to seal and separate Treasury currency, along with their budget.  New Treasurer Conrad 
Jordan included the following statement in his letter accompanying his 1887 budget request to 
Congress (Jordan, Oct 29, 1885). 

Mr. E. O. Graves, Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing, has expressed the desire to have those employees of his 
office who are now engaged in sealing and separating United States 
notes under my supervision transferred to the rolls of this office.  I 
fully concur as to the propriety of such transfer.  The work is being 
done for the Treasurer’s office, and the persons engaged on it should 

be paid on the Treasurer’s rolls. 
This was an elegant bureaucratic 

maneuver.  Hiding behind approving 
Secretary of the Treasury Manning, Jordan 
took some of Graves' people and part of his 
budget and claimed it was done at Graves' 
request.  It worked.  The sealing and 
separating of U.S. currency was performed in 
the Treasurer’s Issue Division for the next 23 
years! 

Congressional Push for Efficiency 
Beginning in 1908, during the latter 

part of Theodore Roosevelt’s term as 
President, strong Republican pressures began 
to build in Congress to streamline the 
government agencies and reduce Federal 
spending.  Operations within the Treasury 
Department were scrutinized from A to Z over 
the next three years by not only the Congress 
but also by efficiency consultants hired by 
Treasury. 

Currency production was not immune, 
and the earliest changes were brought about by 
Congressional pressure rather than from within 
Treasury.  Important for the discussion at 
hand were budget appropriation hearings held 
in the House on January 28, 1908, where 

Treasurer Charles H. Treat and Deputy Assistant Treasurer G. C. Bantz found themselves being 
grilled by James A. Tawney, Republican from Minnesota.  Selected but abridged excerpts 
pertaining to their testimony concerning the sealing of Treasury currency follow (House, Jan 28, 
1908, p. 509-518). 

Figure 5.  View of the storage shelves in the interior 
of the Treasurer's Reserve Vault, the vault that 
received the notes after they had been sealed and 
packaged in the Treasurer’s Issue Division.  
Library of Congress photo. 
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The first order of business of the appropriations committee was 
to ascertain if the authority for sealing the notes by the U. S. Treasurer 
was a statutory requirement or being carried out as a result of 
departmental policy.  Using an oblique reading of the laws, Treat and 
Bantz claimed that their separate sealing operation indeed met the intent 
of the legislation.  However, the committee concluded in rather short 
order that in fact the separation of sealing from the other printing steps 
was a matter of policy promulgated by Secretary Manning in 1885. 

Tawney then pressed:  “What would be your objection to the 
work being done in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, providing it 
could be done, in the judgment of the committee, at a very great less 

expense?” 
Treat equivocated citing the security concerns originally raised 

by Secretary Manning in 1885. 
Bantz injected:  “There would be no check on the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing as to the money in their hands if they put the 
seal on the notes.  If they completed the whole thing the Treasurer 
[Treat] could never know what amount was really issued.  Now, he 
has that check on the matter.  The bills are sent to him and he 
completes them and knows all about them.” 

Treat then responded:  “If the vans were attacked in transit 
they [thieves] would get only incomplete money.” 

Treat:  “I talked with Mr. Sullivan [Director of the BEP] about this matter and Mr. 
Sullivan said, ‘Mr. Treat, I want this work to stay where it is.’  I told him that we were very much 
pressed for room in the Treasury and as you who have been there know, we are as closely packed 
as if we were in a sweat shop.  Mr. Sullivan said: ‘In the first place, I have not the room here, I 
could not spare the room, and in the next place it is a check.  It relieves me of a great responsibility 
to know that all these sheets are checked up and you report to me any discrepancy at once, and if 
we did not have that check, and I had to leave it to my subordinates, I think it would be a very 
imperfect piece of business, and therefore my experience is that you should keep it there and do the 
best you can.” 

Next in the docket was BEP Director Thomas J. Sullivan, a 
gentleman of 63 years who was a long term accountant with the bureau with a tendency to be 
deferential to his superiors in Treasury.  Sullivan pointed out that currently there were 166 people 
employed at Treasury to seal, sever and package notes.  He went on to say that if new presses 
were purchased by the BEP that could both number and seal Treasury currency, it would make 30 

Figure 6.  U. S. Treasurer 
Charles H. Treat, in office 
from 1905 to 1910, 
vigorously resisted ceded 
the sealing of Treasury 
currency back the BEP, an 
action that would greatly 
diminish the 
responsibilities of his 
office.  Photo courtesy of 
FindAGrave.com (2014).  

Figure 7.  BEP Director Thomas J. Sullivan, deferring to his Treasury Department
superiors, resisted Congressional pressure to transfer sealing operations back to the
Bureau as a cost-savings measure, in part claiming the Bureau did not have room to
house the 166 people employed at Treasury to seal, sever and package the completed
notes.  Sullivan died in 1908.  Photo from BEP (2004). 
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existing numbering presses obsolete, an apparent waste.  He also averred that new presses would 
increase mutilation rates and produce a lesser quality seal than printed at Treasury. 

Sullivan died in 1908, and was succeeded by Joseph E. Ralph, a 
brash confident individual who started as a plate cleaner in the BEP in 
1895 and worked his way up.  His baptism in the hot seat before the 

House appropriations committee came on January 26, 1909, when he was questioned by 
Congressman Walter I. Smith, the Republican representative from Iowa’s 9th District.  The 
following are the main points Ralph made about the seal issue (House, Jan 29, 1909, p. 169-172). 

Smith:  “You have been seeking to devise a system by which this [number and seal the 
notes] might all be done at one time and the note trimmed?” 

Ralph:  “Yes sir.  I have let contracts for three presses to three different firms.  The idea 
was to get competition with the understanding that the press that gave us the greatest number of 
impressions and did the work in the best practical way would be the press that we would select for 
doing this work.  I have let the contracts for the presses, and I expect in the next sixty days to 
install them.” 

A bit later Ralph stated:  “I am figuring on doing the sealing.  If I do the sealing, I will 
save you the money appropriated for the sealing in the Treasury, approximately $110,000, and in 
addition I will save $53,000 in the bureau.” 

After a bit of back and forth, Ralph continued:  “The Treasurer is going to insist upon 
doing the work.  You had this question up two years ago with the director, my predecessor, and 
with the Treasurer’s office, and they presented to you in concrete form and in cold type that it was 
not practicable or feasible to do this work.  There was not any doubt in my mind that it was 
feasible, but the Treasurer did not want to let go of that work.  He said to this committee, ‘I am a 
bonded officer, and I am responsible for this work, and it should be under my supervision.’  . . .  I 
have no reason to say that we cannot do it as safely and with as great security as it is done now. 
We are doing the national currency.  We print on an average $250,000,000 every year, and this 
year we will print $750,000,000 of national currency.  We have accounted for every sheet and we 
have surrendered every sheet to the Comptroller of the Currency, and I don’t think there is any 
question about the handling and safeguarding of it.” 

Ralph wanted no ambiguity.  “I simply want to call your attention to the fact that there 
should be some form of legislation, some proviso in the bill, that would say which bureau, the 
Treasurer's office or the bureau, should do this work when the machinery which will do it is 
perfected.” 

Smith fretting the transport safety issue:  “Who does the transporting from your bureau to 
the Treasury Department?” 

Ralph:  “I am responsible until it is delivered into the Treasurer’s hands.  We deliver to 

Figure 8.  Confident BEP Director Joseph E. Ralph aggressively moved forward
on obtaining presses that could simultaneously number, seal, sever and collate
Treasury currency, tipping the scales to the return of the sealing operation to the
Bureau in 1910.  The new presses required that the final inspection of the 
currency at the Bureau be on completed notes, not unsealed sheets, so the concept 
of using star replacement notes that could be inserted rapidly to replace defectives
was born.  Photo from BEP (2004). 
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them a load of work containing so many notes of certain denominations, representing a value of so 
much money, subject to their count, and when we come back in the afternoon they give us a 
permanent receipt.  It is first receipted for subject to their count.  We deliver it in the morning and 
they count by the afternoon, and we deliver again in the latter part of the day and they count that by 
the end of the day or early next morning, and then we get a final receipt.  I have never had a 
question arise between the Treasurer’s office and the bureau as to the correctness of the count.” 

Smith:  “Have you ever had such a question arise with the Comptroller of the Currency?” 
Ralph:  “No, sir.  We had such an instance with the internal revenue office, and I sent a 

counter over there and found that the discrepancy was on their part.  I am very sure that our 
system of checks is about as correct as human ingenuity can provide in the bureau for safeguarding 
against such a thing.” 

Smith, pleased with his witness, let the hammer fall on the Treasurer’s office:  “Mr. 
Courts [a committee staffer] suggests that you furnish the committee with a description of the 
work, so that we can incorporate it in the bill.” 

 
Sealing Goes to the BEP 

Franklin MacVeagh, the new Secretary of the Treasury under President Howard Taft, 
reported the following under the heading Efficiency and Economy in his first annual report 
(MacVeagh, 1910, p. 16).

Among the changes in the Treasury Department in 
Washington is the elimination of the issue division of the 
Treasurer's office.  The double printing of the Government notes, 
first in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing and again in the 
Treasury building, has in this way been stopped.  Unnecessary 
countings of these notes have been in consequence cut out.  
Numerous and expensive counts of the distinctive note paper and 
the non-distinctive paper used for stamps have been done away 
with; and all this paper has been removed from the Treasury 
building to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing where it is used; 
and the amount of the stock has been reduced to the needs of 
manufacturing.  A businesslike handling of all this paper has been 
established; and the printing, under the greatly improved methods 
suggested and carried out by the Director of the Bureau, is a large 
part of the completed improvement.  We have established the 
cancellation at all of the sub treasuries of the notes sent from them to 
Washington for redemption; and they are now sent by registered 
mail as merchandise without value instead of being sent by express 
as money. 

Ralph had delivered on his serial, sealing, separating and collating overprinting press, and 
was in the process of buying 15 of the machines (BEP, 1962, p. 59).  The BEP was now delivering 
completed packages of notes instead of incomplete sheets to the Treasurer.   His new Harris 
presses were high capacity. 
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An internal Treasury Department Memo dated April 12, 1910 said it all. 
Mr. Ralph informs me that yesterday that the new machine 

at the Bureau sealed, numbered, separated and collated 14,000 
sheets of notes, or 56,000 notes, in the regular working day of eight 
hours.  The mutilation was one-fifth of one per cent of all 
operations.  He also informs me that the mutilations in the 
Treasurer’s office for the sealing and separating alone amount to 
six-tenths of one percent. 

The Harris rotary presses produced notes, not sheets, so the final BEP inspection was on 
the notes.  The old method of culling misprinted sheets and replacing them with make-up sheets 
with identical serial numbers posed an insurmountable bottleneck.  Make-up sheets printed 
individually on hand-operated paging machines had to go.  Ralph proposed and newly appointed 
Treasurer Lee McClung accepted the concept of using star notes to replace defectives in order to 
maintain counts (Ralph, 1910). 

When sealing went back to BEP, the size of the operation was significantly larger than 
what the Treasurer inherited in 1885.  The Treasurer’s office sent 16 pressman, 42 separators and 
22 sheet feeders, along with their budgets, back to the BEP (MacVeagh, 1909, p. 37-38). This 
reduced the Treasurer’s workforce by approximately 13 percent. 

The Flow of Power 
This is a rather atypical story of a transfer of authority - and budget - from a prestigious 

Treasury office to an underling Treasury bureau.  Although internally resisted within the Treasury 
Department, the real powers in the saga - the elected Congressmen - cajoled and pressured for the 

Figure 10. The Harris presses
were behemoths that serial
numbered and sealed the
notes, cut them from the sheet
and collated them in serial
number order. The feed stock
for the presses consisted of
4-subject sheets. If the backs
and faces had been printed
from 8-subject plates, the
sheets were cut in half
vertically prior to being fed
into the presses. Star notes
owed their invention to the use
of these machines.  
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change.  They were nobly guided by their implicit obligation to better allocate taxpayer dollars. 
The matter was not settled with the Congressmen until the financial savings reaped from the 
advent of the Harris machine trumped Treasury’s security concerns over moving the sealing 
operation back to the BEP. 

Star notes were born directly out of this chain of events. 

Two Closing Factoids 
You now know about make-up replacement and star notes that were used to replace 

defectives caught by the BEP inspectors, but did you wonder what the Treasurer’s inspectors did 
when that office created misprints while sealing the sheets between 1885 and 1910?  This facet of 
the replacement tale never has been told in the numismatic literature. 

The Treasurer’s office simply took regular production sheets delivered from the BEP and 
substituted them for the ruined sheets.  Obviously they had to maintain a set-aside supply of all 
current sheets for this purpose. Thus the counts in the packs were maintained, but bank tellers with 
a sharp eye would occasionally find notes with totally out-of-sequence serial numbers mixed in. 

BEP Director Ralph, who was central to these events, presided over the construction of a 
new building to house the BEP.  Planning for the new building, today’s main Washington plant, 
began in 1906, construction begun in 1911, and the new building was opened March 19, 1914. 
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