
The Fabulous High Denomination Feds of 1918 
by Lee Lofthus 

The conventional wisdom regarding the $5,000 and $10,000 Federal Reserve notes of the 
Series of 1918 is that they were created for bank-to-bank transactions and served no purpose in 
actual circulation.  New research in the records of the Federal Reserve Board at the National 
Archives shows this was not the case, and the notes, while hardly the fare of routine circulation, 
served both a banking and commercial purpose until the reemergence of Treasury gold payments 
and high denomination gold certificates rendered them unneeded. 

More than half the unissued $5,000 and $10,000 notes were destroyed with the blessing 
of the Federal Reserve banks in 1924, the first of two mass purges that were beginning of the end 
for these fabulous notes.   

An amendment to the Federal Reserve Act in 1918 expanded the authorized 
denominations of Federal Reserve notes to include $500, $1,000, $5,000 and $10,000 notes. The 
$500 and $1,000 notes saw a respectable amount of use in actual circulation. 

Exactly 40,000 of the ultra-high denomination $5,000 and $10,000 notes were printed. 
Some were used in commerce in a few Federal Reserve districts whereas other districts ordered 
only a token number or none at all.  Only ten $5,000 and $10,000 notes are known today, all in 
government and Federal Reserve Bank collections.  This is the story of the creation, use and 
demise of these notes.  
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The Federal Reserve Act and First Issues 
The Federal Reserve Act was signed into law on December 23, 1913.  It was designed to 

provide for an elastic currency system that could accommodate the routine seasonal ebb and flow 
of commerce and hopefully mitigate periodic banking crises such as the Panic of 1907.  The soft 
national bank note circulations and hard Treasury gold and silver certificate issues were inelastic.  

The original Federal Reserve Act authorized the printing of $5, $10, $20, $50 and $100 
denominations.  These notes comprised the Series of 1914.  See Huntoon, etc. al., Paper Money 
May/June 2012, No. 279. 

High Denomination Series of 1918 Issues 
U.S. Congressman Michael Phelan from Massachusetts, chair of the powerful Banking 

and Currency Committee, introduced a bill on April 24, 1918 to revise certain authorities of the 
Federal Reserve System.  Many of the changes were technical, such as how directors of various 
Federal Reserve member banks were appointed and what trust functions the banks could 
exercise.  Section 3 dealt with Federal Reserve currency and the introduction of high 
denomination notes: 

In order to furnish suitable notes for circulation as Federal reserve 
notes, the Comptroller of the Currency shall, under the direction of 
the Secretary of the Treasury, cause plates and dies to be engraved 
in the best manner to guard against counterfeits and fraudulent 
alterations, and shall have printed therefrom and numbered such 
quantities of such notes of the denominations of $5, $10, $20, $50, 
$100, $500, $1,000, $5,000, and $10,000 as may be required to 
supply the Federal reserve banks.  Such notes shall be in form and 
tenor as directed by the Secretary of the Treasury under the 
provisions of this act and shall bear the distinctive numbering of 
the several Federal reserve banks through which they are issued.    

Phelan explained the need for amendment to Section 3 of the Act succinctly:  “The 
purpose is to conserve the gold supply, a very important thing to be done.  At the present time 
certain individuals, corporations and banks in particular, like notes of large denominations, 

Figure 1:  Michael Phelan, U.S.
Congressman from
Massachusetts, marshaled the
1918 amendments to the
Federal Reserve Act that
authorized the $500 through
$10,000 denomination Federal
Reserve notes.  Library of
Congress photograph. 
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which makes it easier for exchange purposes to pay off balances, and for other purposes.” 
Phelan added that the only high denomination notes then available were gold certificates, so the 
corporations had no alternative but to constantly draw on the supply of gold at the Federal 
Reserve banks.    

Phelan concluded by saying “If Federal reserve banks can issue Federal reserve notes of a 
larger denomination every bank will be as willing to take them as it will the gold certificates, and 
the gold certificates can be retained by the Federal reserve banks.  That is the whole purpose of 
the section.”    

With WWI ongoing in Europe, the Treasury and Federal Reserve banks had long been 
limiting gold as a form of making foreign settlements, and even inside the United States the 
Treasury had drastically curtailed the circulation of gold certificates beginning in late 1917.  In 
their stead, the Federal Reserve banks put FRNs into circulation, notes redeemable in gold but 
which required gold backing of only 40 percent of their face value.  Use of FRNs boomed after 
1917, but there were no FRN substitutes for the high denomination gold certificates. 

The Federal Reserve Board wrote the following in support of the amendment: 

It is thought that such an amendment would tend to increase the 
gold holdings of the Federal Reserve Banks, particularly those in 
the large financial centers….  All avenues for loss of gold are now 
under control, except direct withdrawals over the counter, and an 
analysis of counter transactions at some Federal Reserve Banks 
discloses the fact that from $100,000 to $1,000,000 of gold 
certificates are paid out every business day mainly because many 
member banks prefer to keep as part of their vault money notes of 
large denominations, which can now be furnished only in the form 
of gold certificates.  

Phelan’s bill passed was September 26, 1918, and the Bureau of Engraving and Printing 
(BEP) prepared plates for the new denominations.   

Series of 1918 Printings 
The high denomination notes were designated Series of 1918.  All twelve districts 

received $500 and $1,000 notes.  $5,000 and $10,000 notes were printed for ten of the twelve 
Federal Reserve districts, with Minneapolis and Kansas City abstaining.  In fact, no $5,000 or 
$10,000 plates were made for Minneapolis and Kansas City. 

The first printings of $5,000 and $10,000 notes were for the FRB of New York, with 
4,000 notes of each denomination on January 22, 1919.  The first Chicago $5,000s and $10,000s 
came along eight days later, with the other issuing districts following between February 12 and 
May 24, 1919. 

BEP records reveal that all the $10,000 sheets were printed inclusive of fiscal years 1919 
and 1922; the $5,000 sheets inclusive of fiscal years 1919 and 1923.  Only 100 $5,000 sheets, or 
400 notes, were printed in fiscal 1923.  All totaled, 21,600 $5,000 notes and 18,400 $10,000 
notes were made.  

The $500 and $1,000 large size FRNs, which saw far wider circulation, were printed 
during fiscal years 1919 through 1927. 
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The New York Fed had the largest quantity of $5,000 and $10,000 notes printed, 
followed by San Francisco.  Atlanta, the smallest issuer, got only 400 of each type.  The business 
needs of the various districts dictated how many of the notes actually got used, if they were used 
at all.   

      
Issuing and Redeeming Federal Reserve Notes 
The Office of the Comptroller of the Currency added a Federal Reserve Issue and 

Redemption Division to handle the FRNs and Federal Reserve bank notes after passage of the 
Federal Reserve Act.  The cost of printing, issue and redemption was borne by the Federal 
Reserve banks on a prorated basis. 
 FRNs were issued through Federal Reserve Agents.  The Agents were representatives of 
the Federal Reserve Board of Governors and were board members, typically the chairman, at the 
bank at which they served.  Each of the twelve Federal Reserve Banks had its own Agent located 
at the bank.  The Agents received FRNs shipped by the Comptroller.  Later, the BEP shipped the 
notes directly to the Agents upon instruction from the Issue Division.  

It is important to understand the role of the Agent in actually issuing the FRNs.  U.S. 
currency (legal tenders, gold certificates, and silver certificates) was considered issued when it 
was sent to the sub-treasuries and to the banks by Treasury.  In contrast, the FRNs sent to the 
Federal Reserve Agents were considered unissued until the notes were released by the Agent to 
the bank.   

Each Federal Reserve bank provided collateral to the Agent in an amount equal to the 
FRNs being requested.  The collateral could be gold, gold certificates, Treasury securities, and/or 
eligible commercial paper.  The agents, while representing the banks, also provided assurance to 
the Treasury that the notes were properly collateralized and issued.  Furthermore, the Agent was 
responsible for the unissued FRNs in his custody. 

At the time, a given Federal Reserve bank could not pay out over its counter the FRNs of 
another Federal Reserve bank or they would be subject to a 10 percent tax.  Consequently each 
FRB had a sorting operation to return fit notes to the other districts and to send unfit notes to the 
National Bank Redemption Agency in the U.S. Treasurer’s office.  Once the receipts at the 

Figure 2:  Page from the
Bureau of Engraving and
Printing ledger showing the
printings by fiscal year of the
Series of 1918 high
denomination FRNs.   
U. S. National Archives,
College Park, Maryland. 
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NBRA were verified, the notes were destroyed, and replacement notes sent as necessary to the 
Agents at each of the respective Federal Reserve banks.   

Circulation of $5,000 and $10,000 FRNs  
A key numismatic question concerning the ultra-high denomination notes is whether they 

actually ever saw use outside the Federal Reserve banks and their branches.  The common 
opinion is that they didn’t; rather they were used internally for bank-to-bank transactions or as 
reserve vault cash.   

However, a careful review of Treasury and Comptroller reports, plus documents found in 
the files of the Federal Reserve Board at the National Archives, reveals the ultra-high 
denominations from New York and especially San Francisco did see a fair amount of actual use 
in commerce.  

The basic facts are these: a combined total of forty thousand $5,000 and $10,000 notes 
were printed for all the banks; however, not all the printed notes were shipped to the Agents, so 
large numbers of the notes remained in the BEP reserve vault in Washington.  Of the notes 
actually shipped, many never left the vaults of the Agents, and even many of the notes issued to 
the banks ended up being retired in new condition, having never circulated.   

Judging how many ultra-high denomination notes saw use outside of the Federal Reserve 
banks and branches is tricky.  For example, the Comptroller of the Currency reported in 1925 
that for all districts over $40 million in $5,000 FRNs and nearly $63 million in $10,000 notes 
had been “issued.”  The Boston FRB reported that at the end of 1922 it had sixty-two $5,000 
notes and thirty-six $10,000 notes “outstanding.”  However, close analysis of those two reports 
show that the “issued” and “outstanding” amounts included both notes on the street and notes 
held by the Federal Reserve banks in their vaults, so there is no clear indication from these 
reports that the ultra-high denominations ever left the banks.  

For some districts, we have data that shows few notes left the banks.  The Agent for 
Richmond issued more than 100 of each ultra-high denomination to the Richmond Fed in 1919, 
but the bank returned all but ten or so of the notes to the Agent the same year.  By 1925, two of 
each denomination had seen enough circulation they were sent to the Comptroller for 
destruction, but those are tiny numbers. 

The FRB of Chicago had 1,200 $10,000 notes printed, but none ever left the BEP vault in 
Washington.  In contrast, Chicago’s Agent received 800 $5,000 notes, and issued all of them to 
the bank by 1920.  But only two dozen or so $5,000 notes appear to have left the bank and spent 
time in circulation before being sent for destruction as unfit.  The rest of the Chicago $5,000s 
never left the bank and were returned to the Agent in 1922 and 1923. 

Cleveland’s high water mark saw about eighty $5,000s and sixty $10,000s outstanding at 
the end of 1920, but it is doubtful more than a handful ever left the bank based on actual 
redemption numbers.  
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 Fortunately, we do have evidence that the notes from other districts made it into actual 
circulation.  

The 1919 Annual Report of the Federal Reserve of New York advised “During this year 
for the first time a supply of the larger denominations of Federal Reserve notes, permitted by the 
amendment of September 26, 1918, have been available. . . .”  $2 million dollars of their $5,000s 
and $6 million in $10,000s were in actual circulation as of December 31, 1919 [emphasis 
added].   

Many New York $10,000 FRNs made their way across the country in commerce as 
demonstrated by the numbers redeemed at other Federal Reserve banks.  The FRB of Atlanta 
redeemed four New York $10,000 bills in 1919, twenty-three in 1920, fifty-one in 1921, and a 
dozen in 1922. 

 
Ultra-High Denominations in California 

$5,000 and $10,000 notes from the Federal Reserve bank of San Francisco definitely saw 
real use.  The 1919 Annual Report for the bank stated: “Prior to 1919 there were no Federal 
reserve notes in larger denominations than $100, but this year notes in denominations of $500, 
$1000, $5000, and $10000 have been issued.”  At the end of 1919 the bank had over $1.8 million 
in $5,000s and $3 million in $10,000 notes in circulation.  During 1920, the bank issued $7.9 
million in $5,000 notes and over $10.3 million in $10,000 notes, in addition to the notes issued in 
1919.   

San Francisco’s final shipments of ultra-high denominations from Washington came in 
1922, with four hundred $5,000s shipped January 6, 1922 and four hundred $10,000 notes 
shipped May 15, 1922.  The last shipment of $5,000s in January meant San Francisco just missed 
another rarity.   

In June 1922, the BEP prepared a second $5,000 San Francisco plate with White-Mellon 
rather than Burke-Glass Treasury signatures.  Notes from the new plate were printed on June 27-
28, 1922, the only White-Mellon notes of the entire $5,000 and $10,000 series.  Alas, none 
reached the bank.  Burke-Glass serials L1A to L2400A were issued to the bank and put in 
circulation by December 1921.  The January 6, 1922, shipment of four hundred notes would have 

Figure 3:  Few Cleveland ultra-high denominations appear to have actually circulated. The
D1A $5,000 note was saved and resides in the National Numismatic Collection at the
Smithsonian in Washington. Smithsonian Institution collection.   
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been Burke-Glass serials L2401A to L2800A, and records show those notes were held by the 
Agent and never issued.  The last eight hundred $5,000 notes, serials L2801A to L3600A, which 
included the White-Mellon printings, never left the BEP. 

 

 
 
 

Documents in the Federal Reserve Board records at the U.S. National Archives explain 
the demand for the ultra-high denominations.  A September 25, 1925 report prepared by Mr. S. 
G. Sargent, Assistant Federal Reserve Agent for San Francisco, for John Perrin, Chairman and 
Agent of the San Francisco FRB, described the “very heavy demand” for the $5,000 and $10,000 
San Francisco notes in the “early years” of 1919 through 1922.  Sargent said the principal 
demand “prior to 1923 came from our Los Angeles Branch, the City and County Treasurers 
down there applying a literal interpretation of the law requiring cash in the payment of certain 
taxes.  The law, however, had since been amended, and there has been no shipment of notes in 
these denominations to Los Angeles since December 15, 1922.”   

Sargent’s report went on to say “We have been advised by the officer in charge of the 
Cash Department of this bank that the only call for large notes now comes from the San 
Francisco banks.  He is not quite sure as to the use of these notes, but is of the opinion that a 
great many are still being used for tax-paying purposes.”  Corporations needed small 
denomination notes for paying employees each payday, but understandably wanted large 
denomination notes for the ease of settling their tax bills or settling large contracts. 

Rapid Redemption was the Norm 
Despite issuing over $18 million of those denominations in 1920 alone, the San Francisco 

FRB just as quickly redeemed nearly $6 million in $5,000 notes and almost $10 million in 
$10,000 notes the same year.   This illustrates the character of how they were used.  They were 
typically obtained by member banks and corporations to fulfill some large cash settlement need 

Figure 4:  All the Series of 1918 $5,000 and $10,000 FRN plates bear Treasury signatures of Burke-
Glass, with the single exception of a second $5,000 plate made for San Francisco with White-Mellon
signatures that was completed on June 24, 1922 and used to print notes June 27-28, 1922.  None of
the White-Mellon notes reached the bank.  The proof impressions are from the Smithsonian
Institution Collection. 
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and then quickly redeposited by the recipients.  Upon deposit, the FRBs would generally take the 
notes out of circulation by returning them to their Agent. The Agent would keep the fit notes of 
his bank in his stock of unissued currency, and return unfit notes to the National Bank 
Redemption Agency for destruction and credit.  

This same pattern was repeated in the other districts that used ultra-high denomination 
notes.  The circulation of the notes was characterized by movement between the FRB Agents and 
the banks, with fit notes being redeemed and re-issued by the Agents over and over again.   

 
Fantastic St. Louis $10,000 Tale 

The Federal Reserve Bank of New York issued periodic circulars to its member banks 
regarding significant monetary policies and operational issues.  The Cash Department of the New 
York Fed issued Circular No. 348 on March 5, 1921 regarding certain $10,000 Federal Reserve 
Notes being used to pay for $200,000 worth of stolen Liberty Bonds.  The Circular advised 
banks that: 

 
We have been informed that twenty $10,000 Federal Reserve notes 
were given in Memphis, Tennessee, in payment for Liberty Bonds 
which are reported to have been stolen.  The Federal Reserve Bank 
of St. Louis, the bank issuing the notes, is endeavoring to learn 
their whereabouts in an effort to trace the circumstances of the 
alleged theft of the bonds.  No doubt these notes if offered to a 
bank will be susceptible of identification because of their large 
denomination.  Should they be detected, we would be glad to be 
informed by wire so that we may notify the Federal Reserve Bank 
of St. Louis accordingly.  The twenty $10,000 Federal Reserve 
notes bear the distinctive letter H and serial numbers 8H1A to 
8H20A.  

 
 

 The story was fleshed out in The New York Times.  In the fall of 1920, a messenger firm 
transporting $466,000 in bonds for the banking firm of Kean, Taylor & Co., was robbed in 
Brooklyn.  The thieves went south to unload their ill-gotten gains, and in early February 1921 the 
bonds began to surface in the Memphis area.  The local police managed to trace some of the 
bonds to individuals in Clarksville, Mississippi, and soon learned that many of the bonds were 
being offered for sale through banks and brokers in Memphis.   

Figure 5: The Federal Reserve
Bank of St. Louis sent its serial
numbers H1A to H20A $10,000
FRNs to a member bank in
Memphis, Tennessee, where the
notes were used to unwittingly
purchase $200,000 worth of stolen
Liberty Bonds.  Federal Reserve
bank photograph.  
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Meanwhile, a bank in Memphis was planning a large bond purchase, and to facilitate the 
payment it requested $10,000 bills from the St. Louis FRB.  How many notes the bank requested 
is unclear, but we know they received and used at least the first twenty St. Louis $10,000 FRNs 
in serial order for their bond purchase.  Unfortunately for the bank, the bonds turned out to be 
from the robbery.    

The Times reported that an attempt was made to redeem $90,000 in other bonds from the 
stolen group at the New York Fed, but officials there thwarted the sale.  One $10,000 bill 
surfaced when a woman offered it for exchange at a bank in Philadelphia, where authorities 
determined it was received from a person identified as a “go between” for the robbers, who were 
now in Memphis.    

OCC records show that twenty-four fit St. Louis $10,000 notes were redeemed in 1922, 
along with another four that were unfit.  It may be that the first twenty St. Louis notes found their 
way back to the bank in 1922.  

Beyond the remarkable bond story, only a small number of other St. Louis ultra-high 
denominations FRNs actually circulated.  Judging from redemption and destruction reports, only 
about fifteen $5,000s and forty-six $10,000s (including the first twenty serials) saw real 
circulation. 

Treasury Resumes Gold Payments 
Treasury curtailed the payment of gold coins and gold certificates in order to preserve 

U.S. gold stocks during WWI.  Gold was paid out on demand as required by law, but gold and 
gold certificates were not put into circulation in the ordinary course.  FRNs, including the ultra-
high denomination notes, filled the void.  However, as U.S. industrial and food exports grew 
exponentially to supply the allies, our exports, paid for in gold, resulted in enormous sums of 
gold coming into the U.S. and the Federal Reserve banks.   

The 1922 Annual Report of the Secretary of the Treasury reported that in 1914, prior to 
the outbreak of the war, the U.S. held approximately 23 percent of the world’s gold supply.  By 
1922, it held an astonishing 45 to 50 percent of the world’s supply.   

The end of the war and the continued surge in gold held by the Treasury and the Federal 
Reserve banks meant Treasury could resume the unconstrained, or “free,” circulation of gold and 
gold certificates.  Accordingly, on March 18, 1922, Treasury issued the following statement: 

The Secretary of the Treasury announces that the Treasury has now 
resumed payments of gold certificates in ordinary course of 
business without demand, and that the Federal reserve banks 
throughout the country will be guided by a similar policy in 
making current payments for Government account.  This action 
removes the last artificial restriction upon gold payments in this 
country, though gold has at all times during and since the war been 
freely paid out by the Treasury and the Federal reserve banks 
whenever demanded in payment of gold obligations. 

Treasury returned to the traditional policy of paying out gold certificates freely with other 
forms of currency.  The BEP resumed the printing of gold certificates to meet the demand, and 
gold certificates quickly entered circulation in record numbers.  The supply of FRNs contracted 
as the gold certificates reentered general circulation.   Important for the FRN ultra-high 
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denomination story is that the unconstrained, preferential use of high denomination gold 
certificates offset the need for $5,000 and $10,000 FRNs.     

 
Purge of 1924 

On January 30, 1924, William S. Broughton, Commissioner of the Public Debt, sent an 
informal note to Walter Eddy, Secretary of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, asking him 
to review a handwritten report pertaining to the supply of $5,000 and $10,000 FRNs held in the 
BEP reserve vault.  The BEP report revealed that the stock of unissued new $5,000 and $10,000 
FRN were all but dormant, with no shipments at all since 1919 except to San Francisco.  
Broughton’s note to Eddy said “your comment or suggestion would be appreciated.” 

Eddy replied on February 4th.  “I think we might well give consideration to the matter of 
cancelling and destroying some of the $5,000 and $10,000 Federal reserve notes as there are only 
a few transactions in these denominations, and I understand that most of the Federal reserve 
banks either have, or can readily obtain from the Treasury, $5,000 and $10,000 gold 
certificates….   I assume you will take this matter up with the Board officially.”    

Things moved quickly.  Broughton’s superior, Garrard S. Winston, Under Secretary of 
the Treasury, officially transmitted the BEP report to D. R. Crissinger, Governor of the Federal 
Reserve Board on February 5th.  Winston wrote that “The stocks for the most part are inactive, 
and apparently the occasion for the printing of certain denominations lapsed with the resumption 
of free gold payments.  If in the judgment of the Board any of the stock of such notes on hand 
should be destroyed, it is requested that you initiate the necessary procedure with the 
Comptroller of the Currency.”  

Crissinger instructed Eddy to send Winston’s report to the entire Federal Reserve Board 
and the Board’s Currency Committee, along with suggestions for reducing stocks for each 
District.  Eddy’s memorandum recommended that roughly two-thirds of the stored $5,000 notes 
be destroyed, and “Cancel and destroy the entire stock” of $10,000s. 

Figure 6: William S. Broughton,
Commissioner of the Public Debt,
corresponded with the Board of
Governors in January 1924 about the
dormant stock of $5,000 and $10,000
FRNs in BEP custody.  This set in motion
the 1924 purge of all the $10,000 and $40
million worth of $5,000 FRNs in the BEP
vault.  Treasury Department photograph. 
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The Currency Committee replied to Eddy on February 13th, passing along its approval of 
the reductions in stock, further asking that Eddy take the necessary steps with the Comptroller’s 
office to initiate the destruction.  On February 18th, Eddy notified Treasury that the Board had 
agreed to destruction of the bulk of the reserve stock, and the same day notified the Comptroller 
of the Currency Henry M. Dawes that, given the ability of Treasury to furnish high denomination 
gold certificates should a demand develop, the Federal Reserve stock should be destroyed as 
follows: 

The Board requests therefore you take the necessary steps to have 
cancelled and destroyed all Federal reserve notes of the $10,0000 
denomination now held in the vaults of the Bureau of Engraving 
and Printing, and that you also order the destruction and 
cancellation of [$5,000 notes as follows]:   

Boston   3 packages $6,000,000 
New York 5        10,000,000 

 Philadelphia  3   6,000,000 
 Richmond  2   4,000,000 
 Chicago  3   6,000,000 

St. Louis 1    2,000,000 
 Dallas 2   4,000,000 
 San Francisco  1   2,000,000 
It is also requested that you advise the Board when the notes have 
been cancelled and destroyed in order that it may advise the 
several Federal Reserve Agents thereof. 

Each of the FRBs replied to Eddy between February 19th and 27th approving the 
destruction.  Agent John A. McCord of Atlanta took pains to note that “we have never had 
occasion to have any notes of either denomination shipped to us and we do not anticipated any 
need for them at any time.”  Agent Lynn P. Talley from Dallas advised “We note the reasons 
which prompted this action on the Board’s part, and, and view of our never having used any of 
these notes of the larger denomination, feel sure we will never be inconvenienced by the 
reduction of the stock in Washington.”  Agent J. B. Anderson of Cleveland replied “The stock of 
$5,000 and $10,000 notes now carried here appears to be sufficient to provide for any probably 
demand.”   

None of the Federal Reserve banks objected to the proposed destruction totals.  The BEP 
delivered the doomed notes to the Comptroller on February 28th, and on March 3, 1924, the 
Board notified its Agents their notes had been destroyed. 

Figure 7:  Treasury Department
receipt showing the Dallas FRB
$5,000 and $10,000 notes
delivered from the BEP to the
Comptroller’s office for
destruction.  All the Dallas
$10,000 notes and two-thirds of
the $5,000 notes were destroyed
in this single delivery.   
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The mass purge at Treasury did not end the existence of the ultra-high denominations. 
The BEP retained a modest stock of $5,000 notes and the Agents in Boston, New York, 
Cleveland, Richmond, Chicago, St. Louis, and San Francisco retained significant stocks of 
unissued notes (both fit and new) of one or both denominations.  Additionally, 1,310 $5,000s and 
1,764 $10,000s remained in circulation or were held by the FRBs and/or member banks.  But, as 
Broughton’s original note made clear, the demand for ultra-high denomination FRNs had all but 
vanished by 1924. 

1925 San Francisco Destruction 
S. G. Sargent, Assistant Agent at San Francisco, wrote to his superior, Agent John Perrin 

on September 18, 1925, indicating that their “stock of unissued Federal Reserve notes in 
denominations of $5,000 and $10,000 appears to be very much in excess of anticipated needs 
and, in my opinion, should be considerably reduced so as to relieve us of an unnecessary 
responsibility and care.”  The memorandum stated that the San Francisco FRB stock consisted of 
$12.8 million in $5,000 notes and $18 million in $10,000 notes.  Sargent further indicated that:  

It will be noted that $10,800,000 of the 5,000 and $14,000,000 of the 10,000’s are 
“fit” notes, thus increasing the risks and responsibilities as they are in broken 
packages, and necessitating handling and counting whenever an audit or 
examination is made. 

Sargent’s report showed a robust circulation of the San Francisco $5,000 and $10,000 
notes prior to 1923.  As noted earlier, that usage was mainly due to the use of the ultra-high 
denominations by corporations to pay various California or local taxes.  But in 1924 only seven 
$10,000 bills were issued to the bank, and no $5,000s, and through September of 1925, no new 
issues of either denomination had occurred.  The report went on to say that “Judging from our 
experience of the last two years, it does not appear that we will ever use notes of these 
denominations in an amount exceeding $6,000,000 or $7,000,000 in any one year.  The purposes 
for which they are used cause very little deterioration, and it will be many years before they 
become unfit for circulation.”  The report recommended that $5 million in $5,000s and $8 
million in $10,000s be destroyed. 

Perrin submitted Sargent’s proposal to the Federal Reserve Board in Washington on 
September 24th.  The Board replied a month later on October 24th, indicating the Board’s 
approval of the destruction of the excess notes.  The Board’s letter, from Walter Eddy, stated “It 
is understood that these notes will be issued to the bank and the bank will then cut them as unfit 
for circulation and ship them to Washington for redemption under regular procedure.”  The San 
Francisco FRB redeemed the notes in three batches in early November 1925.   

Figure 8: The Federal Reserve Board of
Governors in 1914.  John Perrin, Chairman
and Agent for the Federal Reserve Bank of
San Francisco, is in the back row at right.
Perrin, still serving eleven years later,
obtained approval from the Board in
September 1925 to send for destruction over
$13 million in unneeded $5,000 and $10,000
San Francisco FRNs.  Library of Congress
photograph. 
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$500 and $1,000 Federal Reserve Notes  
The $500 and $1,000 FRNs saw a fair amount of actual circulation despite their high 

purchasing power.  Roughly seventy thousand $500 and a hundred thousand $1,000 notes were 
outstanding in any given year from 1919 to the end of the large size era.  FRB reports throughout 
the 1920’s note that significant numbers of $500 and $1,000 notes redeemed from circulation 
and returned to the Federal Reserve bank of issue, clear evidence of active circulation. 

The FRB of New York was a particularly prolific issuer, with $12,816,000 in $500 bills 
and $35,681,000 in $1,000 bills in actual circulation at the end of 1919.  The FRB of Atlanta, 
while it never touched its $5,000 or $10,000 supply, had a surprisingly strong issue of $500 and 
$1,000 FRNs.  The Chicago and San Francisco FRBs also had sizeable circulations of $500 and 
$1,000 notes.  

Early on the $500 and $1,000 bills served as necessary replacements for high 
denomination gold certificates that were being pulled from circulation by the Treasury to protect 
gold reserves.  However, the outstanding dollar amount of the $500s and $1,000s did not 
diminish substantially when gold notes returned to wide use.  The FRNs appear to have filled 
some niche for conveniently paying large cash purchases, repaying loans, and the like.  We know 
of at least one avid user of large denomination bills during the 1920’s – millionaire Lavere 
Redfield of Reno, Nevada.  Redfield, of the “Redfield Hoard” of silver dollars fame, was known 
to carry thousands of dollars at a time in thousand dollar bills during the 1920’s.   

Just shy of 175 $500s and 170 $1,000s are recorded in the Gengerke Census (Martin 
Gengerke, 2014).  The notes are avidly collected by those with financial means.  While a few 
higher grade examples are known, most are in middle circulated grades of Fine and Very Fine 
attesting to active use during their heyday. 

Figure 9: $1,000 FRNs saw
extensive use in actual
circulation. Survivors in
numismatic hands are highly
revered.  Smithsonian Institution
collection.

Figure 10: Federal Reserve Bank of
Chicago serial number G1A $500
note from the Smithsonian
Institution Collection. 
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Final Series of Large Size FRN Reserve Stock Destruction 
Treasury’s main concern during 1928-9 was the massive transition from the large to 

small size notes.  The BEP worked virtually around the clock to ensure there would be sufficient 
small size notes to replace the large size being pulled from circulation.  Dealing with old 
currency stocks simply wasn’t a priority, so the BEP’s reserve vault with the obsolete Series of 
1914 and Series of 1918 FRNs sat untouched until 1930.   

On January 21, 1930, Public Debt’s Broughton informed the Federal Reserve Board that 
the Treasury Assistant Secretary had authorized the destruction of the old large size FRNs up to 
the denomination of $100 held in the custody of the Treasury Department, and had designated a 
special committee for that purpose.  The destruction began in early February and was 
substantially finished by February 10th. 

On February 10th, Governor Roy A. Young of the Federal Reserve Board telegrammed 
the districts and notified them of the progress destroying the old notes.  He further stated that 
“While machinery is set up there would seem to be no reason why surplus stocks of old size 
$500, $1,000, and $5,000 notes should not also be destroyed.  If you agree, please wire authority 
to proceed with other denominations along lines set out in Trans. 1143 dated January 18. 
Young.” 

The FRBs promptly approved the additional destruction work, and E. M. McClelland, 
Assistant Secretary of the Federal Reserve Board, wrote Frank Awalt, Deputy Comptroller of the 
Currency on February 12, 1930, requesting that $40 million in remaining large size $500 bills, 
$56.4 million in large $1,000s, and $32 million in remaining large $5,000s be destroyed. 

The Agents at the Federal Reserve banks were still holding large size FRNs too.  The 
February 1930 destruction of the remaining stocks in Washington was the signal to them that 
they could get rid of their large size notes as well.  Accordingly, on March 14, 1930, Charles 
Getteny, the Assistant Federal Reserve Agent for the FRB of Boston wrote to the Federal 
Reserve Board and noted that he still held over $13 million worth of unissued large size Boston 
FRNs in the denominations of $50 through $10,000, including $3 million dollars in $5,000s and 
$6 million in $10,000s.  Getteny also reported another seven large size $10,000 bills and twenty 
$5,000 bills on hand, presumably fit notes held by the bank.  

Figure 11:  This Certificate of the
Special Destruction Committee shows
the $5,000 large size FRNs by district
that were destroyed in February 1930. 
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All told, Boston had $14.25 million in large size notes on hand, and sought approval for 
their destruction.  The Agent, however, did not want to formally issue the notes and then redeem 
them in order to send them to the Comptroller for destruction as was done at the San Francisco 
FRB in 1925.  He pointed out that the issuance of $14 million in notes would falsely inflate the 
bank’s outstanding circulation liability, and the bank felt that would be misinterpreted by the 
financial markets.  Getteny therefore asked the Federal Reserve Board in Washington if he could 
simply cancel and return the currency as unissued.   

Getteny’s proposal, while seemingly practical, did not comport with the strict 
accounting procedures used for currency destruction.  Accordingly, the Board’s assistant 
secretary McClellan replied to Getteny on March 15, informing him that Agents had no 
authority to cancel unissued notes.  McClellan suggested that:  

Other Federal reserve agents, accordingly, have been turning their stocks 
of old size notes over to their respective banks, from time to time, for 
shipment to Washington.  This, of course, does result in some bulge in the 
bank’s circulation figures, but I do not see how that can be avoided, 
although the effects can be limited by gradual handling.       

$5,000 and $10,000 Survival 
National Bank Redemption Agency reports reveal that from 1925 to 1928 roughly thirty 

to fifty worn notes of each of the $5,000 and $10,000 denominations were redeemed each year 
for destruction.  These small numbers provide tangible evidence there were limited ultra-high 
denomination FRNs in circulation after the big purge of 1924.   

At the end of October 1933, Treasury reported that only thirty large size $5,000 FRNs 
and thirty-six large size $10,000 FRNs were outstanding.  By 1941, on the eve of WWII, those 
numbers had dwindled to twelve and nine, respectively.  Given that the Federal Reserve banks 
had long since sent their notes in for destruction, the trickle of notes between 1933 and 1941 
represented overseas holdings and holdings of member banks and individuals. 

Table 1 and 2 list the numbers of $5,000 and $10,000 notes printed.  The tables reveal 
the number of new notes that the BEP held and sent for mass destruction before they were ever 
shipped.   Only five notes of each denomination are currently known.  See Table 3 for the 
locations of the known notes.   

TABLE 1: SERIES 1918 $5,000 NOTES - NUMBER OF NOTES BY DISTRICT

Unissued Notes Unissued Notes Issued Notes

Notes in BEP vault in BEP vault Redeemed and Remaining

District Printed destroyed in 1924 destroyed in 1930 Destroyed 1920-41** As of 1941 Known

A Boston 2800 1200 800 799 1 0

B New York 5200 2000 1600 1597 3 2

C Philadelphia 2000 1200 800 destroyed w/o issue

D Cleveland 800 0 400 396 4 1

E Richmond 1600 800 400 400 0 0

F Atlanta 400 0 400 destroyed w/o issue

G Chicago 2800 1200 800 798 2 1

H St. Louis 1200 400 400 400 0 0

I Minneapolis none n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

J Kansas City none n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

K Dallas 1200 800 400 destroyed w/o issue

L San Francisco 3600 400 400 2798 2 1

Total 21600 8000 6400 7188 12 5

** includes 1,000 unissued San Francisco $5,000 fit notes held by SF Agent sent in for destruction November 1925
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Conclusion 
It is no surprise that only a few large size $5,000 and $10,000 FRNs have survived.  Their 

substantial face value meant few individuals could whimsically stash one away as a keepsake no 
matter how neat they were.  It makes sense that the ten survivors are held by Federal Reserve 
banks and the Smithsonian.  These great notes should not be viewed as short-lived relics doomed 
by their own uselessness – instead they are fabulous survivors whose staggering purchasing 
power fulfilled a limited but fascinating niche in the post WWI economy until the U.S. Treasury 
resumed the widespread use of gold and gold certificates.      

TABLE 3: KNOWN SERIES OF 1918 $5,000 AND $10,000 FEDERAL RESERVE NOTES

Denom. Issuing FR Bank Serial Held By Condition

$5,000 New York B1A Smithsonian Institution Washington DC Unc

$5,000 New York B2A Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago Good, damage

$5,000 Cleveland D1A Smithsonian Institution Washington DC Unc

$5,000 Chicago G1A Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco Unc

$5,000 San Francisco L1057A Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco AU

$10,000 New York B1A Smithsonian Institution Washington DC Unc

$10,000 New York B420A Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago VF

$10,000 Cleveland D1A Smithsonian Institution Washington DC Unc

$10,000 San Francisco L204A Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco Fine, damage

$10,000 San Francisco L1957A Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco AU

Source:  Martin Gengerke Census 2014

TABLE 2: SERIES 1918 $10,000 NOTES - NUMBER OF NOTES BY DISTRICT

Unissued Notes Issued Notes

Notes in BEP vault Redeemed and Remaining 

District Printed destroyed in 1924 Destroyed 1920-41 As of 1941** Known

A Boston 2000 1200 801 -1 0

B New York 5600 4000 1597 3 2

C Philadelphia 2400 2400 destroyed w/o issue

D Cleveland 800 400 397 3 1

E Richmond 800 400 400 0 0

F Atlanta 400 400 destroyed w/o issue

G Chicago 1200 1200 destroyed w/o issue

H St. Louis 1200 800 400 0 0

I Minneapolis none n/a n/a n/a n/a

J Kansas City none n/a n/a n/a n/a

K Dallas 1200 1200 destroyed w/o issue

L San Francisco 2800 800 1996 4 2

Total 18400 12800 5591 9 5

** Comptroller of the Currency records show one more note redeemed than issued for Boston;

the note was sent for redemption by Boston but was a note of another District.  Nine is the

Treasury count of surviving notes, therefore the count for one of the other remaining districts

is over by 1 note. 
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