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A Look at the Treasury Notes of 
1890 and 1891  (Part I )  

By Bruce Stewart   

Among the large size issues of United States currency, none is 
more admired or more desired than the Treasury (or Coin) Notes, 
Series of 1890 and 1891. These notes, similar to the Silver 
Certificates, are related to the flood of Morgan silver dollars minted 
by the Treasury beginning in 1878.   

These notes were issued as a result of the Legal Tender Act of 
July 14, 1890. This Act authorized the Secretary of the Treasury to 
issue the notes in payment for silver bullion purchased by the 
Treasury Department. The entire issue of these notes thus became 
backed by metallic reserves. The Treasury (or Coin) Notes were 
payable in unspecified coin, unlike the Gold or Silver Certificates 
which were obligated in gold coins and silver dollars, respectively. 
The Department of the Treasury could pay either gold or silver coins 
at its discretion. At this time the future supply of silver dollars was 
somewhat uncertain, although the Sherman Silver Purchase Act 
(1890) and other legislation (such as the melting of trade dollars for 
their bullion) eventually produced enough of the metal to coin silver 
dollars through 1904.   

While these notes are quite ornate and attractive, they have a 
rather nefarious past. Forget that these bills were printed at a time 
when most people would never earn a thousand dollars a year and a 
ten dollar bill was a princely sum.  Look closely and just to the right 
of the portrait and under the large script with the note’s value, are the 
words “in coin.”  It is this little phrase that caused so much trouble 
and contributed to the quick demise of this series of notes -- although 
having featured significant military or political figures from the 
Union side of the Civil War on all but the $20, didn’t endear this 
series to any southerners or southern sympathizers either.  

Treasury Notes of 1890 and 1891 continued on Page 4
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February Meeting Minutes  

The meeting was called to order by David B at 
7:35pm.  David welcomed three guests and 20 members.  

Club Business

   
Steve P reported on the club’s finances; account 
balances continue to be positive and expenses are 
under control. 

 

The club-sponsored trip to the Smithsonian 
Institution and Baltimore Coin Show was cancelled 
due to staffing shortages at the Smithsonian.  Some 
members indicated they may make the trip 
regardless. 

 

David B discussed new signage, table covers and 
registration cards for the annual club show; Dave P 
indicated table covers for exhibit area have been 
ordered. 

 

Dave B opened discussions re: National Coin Week. 
Programs at local libraries (like last year) were 
discussed.  Halbert C volunteered to organize a club 
table at one library; Dave P volunteered to present 
another program at the North Raleigh Branch.  Final 
logistics to be decided at March meeting. 

 

David B promoted the new RCC YN program being 
started by Dave P.  The group will be called the 
Raleigh Coin Hawks.  It will meet each month prior 
to the regular RCC meeting, with meetings starting at 
6:45pm and lasting about 30 minutes.  Educational 
programs designed specifically for young collectors 
will be offered.  Young collectors will earn “Raleigh 
Coin Bucks” for their participation in the club and 
will be able to redeem them for prizes. 

 

Bruce S requested the exhibit case for March. 

 

Paul Li volunteered to bring the March refreshments.  

Show-and-Tell

   

Bruce S:

 

$2 Canadian note dated 1891 with portrait 
of King Edward 

 

Gene F:

 

Countermarked 1879 Morgan Dollar 
stamped" 4-22-1879 Patent"  Gene looked up the date 
and found that 278 patents were issued on that day. 

 

Cliff S:

 

1892 Barber Dime Love Token with initials 
"DES" 

 

Dave P:

 

A pair of New Orleans Mardi Gras “Love” 
doubloons and a set of silver Canadian Maple Leafs 
(w/ and w/ o gold plating) celebrating the 2010 
Vancouver Winter Olympics 

 

Paul Li:

  

Reprint of an obsolete note from the Bank 
of Lexington, NC  $1 1861 with green tint 

 

Kent G:

 

1891 $1 Treasury Note featuring portrait of 
Edward W. Stanton 

 

Continued on Page 8
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President’s Message

   
Its March Madness time for all you ACC 

basketball fans and a hidden benefit of our 
moving the meeting night to the third Tuesday 
from the second Thursday is quite apparent this 
month.  Had we still met on the second 
Thursday, how many of you would have 
skipped the meeting to watch the first round of 
the ACC tournament on television?  
Fortunately, this year we avoid the conflict and 
hopefully we’ll draw a large crowd.     

This month’s presentation is on 
error/ variety coinage and thus our show-n-tell 
theme this month is also error coins.  So, bring 
your favorite error coin and share it with the 
club.  It will earn you bonus points.  Now at last 
month’s meeting I mentioned that we would 
accept your biggest purchasing error as well.  
We all have a coin or two or three we scratch 
our heads and wonder “What was I thinking?”  
While this would seem to open the bonus points 
up to any coin there is a catch.  If you bring a 
purchasing error you will have to describe the 
when, how and why to the club.  Then the 
membership will vote – up or down – on 
whether your story earns the bonus points.  This 
could get interesting and fun!   

Final plans for National Coin W eek, April 18 
– 24 will need to be firmed up.  Remember this 
year’s theme is “Beautiful Places: Landmarks 
and Mintmarks.”  Hope everyone has been 
thinking of what they can do.  With the 
uncertain economic times organizations like 
ours need to do even more to promote the 
hobby.  Just this weekend Dave P. and I were 
lamenting the shrinkage of the Smithsonian’s 
numismatic display and the general lack of 
museums that promote the hobby.  Then 
Monday I get the latest Coin World and the 
front page news is a report of two major 
numismatic museums in France that are closing 
this year.  I can’t help but wonder, with the 
nation and state having major budget problems, 
how soon the arts and museums with their 

March Meeting Notice 

DATE 

16 March 2010 

TIME 

7:30pm 

WHERE 

Ridge Road Baptist Church  

PROGRAM 

“New Barber Dime Over-Mint Discovery” 

Roger Beckner 

small constituencies

 

will start to see cuts? 

   

We are rapidly getting closer to our annual 
show date!  There are only four more meetings 
before the show.  We really need to get the 
registration cards sorted and the mailing list 
updated.  It won’t be long before we need to get 
the postcard mailing done.  We need to start 
planning – banners, table covers, etc. we have 
been talking about need to be addressed.  I will 
be looking for volunteers.   

To all our young numismatists -- remember 
the Raleigh Coin Hawks will meet at 6:45PM just 
prior to the regular meeting for about a half 
hour.   

See ya’ at the March meeting on the third 
Tuesday (March 16th) at the Ridge Road 
Baptist Church.   

Remember, promote the hobby and the club 
– recruit a new member – there’s points in it.  

David Boitnott
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Continued from Page 1

   
When miners struck silver in the great 

Comstock Lode in Nevada in the late 1800s, the 
newly-rich silver barons lobbied Congress for 
some way to absorb the massive amounts of 
silver that were being mined. Congress 
responded to the silver lobby by passing the 
Bland-Allison Act of 1878. That act ensured 
that the Treasury would buy two million dollars 
of silver each month at the highest market rate.   

In the 1890’s, after more than 10 years of the 
Treasury propping up the silver market, the 
silver lobby wanted even more. Thus was born 
the Legal Tender Act of July 14, 1890. In it, 
Congress legislated that a new issue of 
“ Treasury Notes” would be created, notes that 
could be used only for the purchase of silver.   

Both Treasury Notes and Silver Certificates 
purchased silver from the silver barons but only 
the Treasury Notes could be redeemed in coin – 
including gold coin. Silver Certificates could 
only be redeemed in silver.   

Holders of large amounts of silver could 

Treasury Notes of 1890 and 1891 (cont.) 

now sell their bullion to the Treasury at the 
highest prevailing price and receive the ornate 
treasury notes in return. These notes could then 
be used to buy gold coin from the Treasury. 
Because of the relative disparity in bullion 
values at the time, anyone with large holdings 
of silver could make a fortune selling these 
Treasury Notes for gold.   

By 1893, when Congress finally negated the 
benefits of the Treasury Notes, many fortunes 
had been made and the reserves at the United 
States Treasury were seriously depleted. The 
redemption of these notes almost bankrupted 
the Treasury and caused a major financial 
panic.   

The coin notes were issued in denomination 
of $1, $2, $5, $10, $20, $50, $100 and $1,000 of 
the series of 1890 and 1891. A $500 note with 
the portrait of General Sherman was also 
authorized and a plate made, but only a proof 
impression of the note is known. It was never 
placed in circulation. In particular, the Series of 
1890 notes, made in the denominations of $1, 
$2, $5, $10, $20, $100, and $1000 are quite 
beautiful, particularly with respect to their 

 


