
Secretary Barr Gets His Notes 
By Jamie Yakes 

Joseph Walker Barr served as United States Treasury Secretary for 29 days from December 21, 
1968 to January 20, 1969 at the tail end of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Johnson appointed him to 
replace Henry Fowler who resigned that December. 

As secretary, Barr would get his signature on U.S. currency, which presented a predicament for 
Treasury officials. His term would end when president-elect Richard Nixon took office in late January 
and appointed his own secretary. As such, Treasury officials and those within the Federal Reserve System 
debated whether it was practical to make plates with Barr’s signature only to use them for a short time 
before switching to plates with the new secretary’s signature.  

Since 1914, every sitting treasury secretary had his signature on U.S. currency and Treasury 
officials wanted to continue that streak. We know how this story ended: Barr’s signature appeared on 
Series 1963B $1 Federal Reserve Notes printed during 1969. A concurrent change in printing technology 
sealed the Treasury's decision to produce Barr notes, in spite of the 
impending end to his appointment. 

Barr’s Political Career 
Joseph Barr’s life centered on economics and finance. He was born 

January 17, 1918 in Bicknell, Indiana, into a family that traced its roots to 
Ireland at least as far back as the 1760s. Banking, farming and politics 
developed as central facets of Barr family life. 

He studied economics at DePauw and Harvard universities, where 
he earned an undergraduate degree in economics in 1939 and masters 
degree in theoretical economics in 1941. After graduating, he served in 
World War II as a submariner, and received a Bronze Star for his part in 
sinking a German submarine near Anzio, Italy. He was discharged in 1945 
with the rank of lieutenant commander. 

After the war, he returned to Indiana to help manage many of his 
family’s businesses. He became active in local politics, and in 1958 was elected 
to Congress as a Democrat to represent Indiana’s 11th District in the House of 
Representatives.  

Because of his educational background, Barr gravitated to positions in numerous finance and 
economic congressional committees, including a position on the influential House Banking and Currency 
Committee. His Congressional tenure ended when he lost his House seat in the November 1960 election. 

Barr remained in government circles, however, and in 1961 was appointed Assistant Treasury 
Undersecretary to Treasury Undersecretary Henry Fowler and tasked with handling correspondence 
between the Treasury and Congress. He served three years in that position until becoming Chairman of 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Committee (FDIC) in January 1964 (see Figure 1), where he spent four 
years improving the conditions of commercial banks. 

When Lyndon Johnson appointed Fowler Treasury Secretary in January 1968, he tapped Barr as 
his undersecretary in recognition of his extensive experience in finance. When Fowler resigned that 
December, Barr was appointed to complete the term as secretary on December 21 (see Figure 2). 

Barr’s tenure ended a month later on January 20, 1969, when President Richard Nixon took office 
and appointed David M. Kennedy treasury secretary. Kennedy had previously served as chairman and 
president of the Continental Illinois Bank and Trust Company in Chicago. His signature would appear on 
Series 1969 notes issued later that year. 

Figure 1. Joseph W. 
Barr as FDIC 
chairman in 1964. 
(Courtesy 
www.fdic.gov.) 
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After leaving the Treasury Barr worked for numerous private financial companies. He served as 
vice chairman, president and chairman of the American Security and Trust Company in Washington, D.C. 
until 1974. After American, he worked briefly as president of the Franklin National Bank of New York. 

From 1977-81, Barr served as chairman of the Federal Home Loan Bank of Atlanta. Afterwards, 
he bided his time tending his farm in Hume, Virginia, and served as a director for organizations such as 
Sallie Mae, Conrail and Georgetown University.  

On February 23, 1996, while vacationing in Mexico, Joseph Barr succumbed to heart failure and 
died at age 78. 

Officials Debate 
Protocol dictated the BEP design and produce new currency plates for each treasury secretary. 

Since 1914, no secretary had served less than nine months in office, which provided ample time to 
produce new intaglio dies, make production plates and print notes while that person still reigned.  

Barr’s short term presented a challenge because there was a good 
chance he would be out before the BEP even started printing notes with his 
signature! The decision facing Treasury officials about putting his 
signature on currency centered on following precedent rather than abiding 
to law. When Congress passed the Federal Reserve Act in December 1913, 
section 16 required the design of Federal Reserve notes to be in the “form 
and tenor as directed by the Secretary of the Treasury.” No signatures were 
required, but Treasury officials applied the same precedent followed for all 
currency since the 1870s.1  

A majority of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors 
disapproved putting Barr’s signature on currency. “The Board had not 
approved the Treasury plan and...the Chairman of the Board was strongly 
opposed to the entire undertaking,” wrote John R. Farrell, Director of 
Operations for the Federal Reserve System.2 They considered the 
Treasury’s plan a perverse handling of currency because Barr was a lame-
duck secretary waiting out the end of the term. 

Fiscal Assistant Treasury Secretary John K. Carlock promptly 
dismissed the Board’s objection: Here, section 16 ruled and Treasury didn’t require the Federal Reserve 
Board’s approval for anything in this matter. 

However, Treasury officials knew that soon after the BEP began making Barr plates they would 
have to focus their efforts on preparing Series 1969 plates with Treasurer Dorothy Elston-Secretary 
Kennedy signatures. Time wasn’t enough to prepare Barr plates for all denominations and districts, and it 
would be unwise to print low quantities of notes bearing his signature and create an instant collector item. 
Treasury officials wanted to avoid creating any disruption with a short run of Barr notes.3 

They decided to use Barr’s signature along with Treasurer Kathryn O’Hay Granahan’s on $1 
notes designated Series 1963B and not prepare similar plates for $5 and higher denominations. They also 
planned to order the BEP to print a substantial amount of the notes to avoid artificially creating a rarity.4 
Serial numbering would continue from Series 1963A. 

Intaglio Signatures 
A significant change of how the BEP applied signatures made it more palatable to print Barr 

notes in the short time frame Treasury officials faced. In 1968, the BEP reverted to adding treasury 
officers’ signatures directly to intaglio printing plates and ceased printing them using typographic 
overprinting presses. This change reduced the amount of materials and most importantly time they would 
need to prepare plates with Barr’s signature. 

Figure 2. Barr’s official 
portrait as Secretary of 
the Treasury. (Courtesy 
www.treasury.gov). 
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Adding signatures to intaglio face plates was standard practice in plate production since the 
1870s. But it was abandoned in 1935 for $1s and by 1953 for all other notes because it resulted in costly 
waste when plates became obsolete on account of old signatures. Small-size plates were never altered to 
have current signatures, and although it was the practice to continue using obsolete plates, large quantities 
often were destroyed simply because of the obsolete signatures. 

Starting with the $1s the BEP began printing signatures using typographic overprinting presses 
following the intaglio face and back printings. In separate steps, typographic presses were used to apply 
the bank seals, signatures and series dates in black ink, and then the treasury seals and serial numbers in 
green ink.  

Adding signatures to intaglio plates again became economical after all currency production was 
converted to dry-intaglio printing of 32-subject sheets. Dry-intaglio printing yielded numerous economies 
over the wet-intaglio method previously used for 12- and 18-subject sheets. Because sheets remained dry, 
wetting and drying steps were eliminated. And dry sheets didn’t shrink, which made it possible to 
increase the sheet size and boost yield. 

The BEP began testing two sheet-fed rotary presses capable of handling 32-subject sheets in 
1955.5 At the time they were printing currency from 18-subject sheets. Using 32-subject sheets proved so 
successful they procured eight additional presses in 1957, and in July began printing Series 1957 $1 
Silver Certificates with the new presses.6 They purchased more presses in 1965 and expanded production 
to other denominations by 1968. 

The BEP resumed adding signatures to master plates starting that autumn with Granahan-Fowler 
signatures on Series 1966 $100 United States Notes.7 Series of 1963B $1 Federal Reserve Notes were the 
second type to have intaglio signatures.  

Figure 3 nicely contrasts the distinction between notes printed with overprinted and engraved 
signatures. The last $1 series with typographically overprinted signatures were Series 1963A Granahan-
Fowler notes. 

Barr Notes 
A Treasury department press statement on January 8 announced “that an issuance of $1 Federal 

Reserve Notes, Series 1963B, will bear the signature of Joseph W. Barr.... The issuance means that every 
Secretary of the Treasury since 1914, when the signature requirement was initiated, will have signed a 
currency series.”8 

The first 1963B $1 plate was serial 1003 completed on January 10, 1969 (see Figure 4). Printing 
of notes began on January 11 and the first shipment of finished notes was sent to the Richmond Federal 
Reserve Bank January 16.9 Deliveries continued until November 1969.10  

Figure 3. Treasury signatures are immovable when they are part of the intaglio plate (right). 
(Courtesy Heritage Auction Archives.) 
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The BEP printed 459 million 
notes for New York, Richmond, Chicago, 
Kansas City and San Francisco in the ten 
months Barr plates were actively used. 
They also printed 12 million star notes 
for those districts except Kansas City. 

To date, Barr notes have the 
lowest printage of any series of $1 
Federal Reserve Notes. But that doesn’t 

mean they are scarce. The public knew that 
Barr’s appointment would be brief and the 

Treasury would be producing 1963B $1s, and they anticipated the circulation of the notes and saved them. 
Barr was a flash in the pan as Secretary of the Treasury--his tenure is the shortest ever--but his legacy 
endures on paper! 
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