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U.S. Banknotes: $500 and $1,000 Denominations
By Jay Erlichman


America’s paper currency, as we know it today, had its origin in 1861, as a result of the Civil War.  In needing payment for military troops and supplies, and to compensate for the gold, silver and copper coins being pulled from circulation by nervous citizens who were uncertain of the war’s outcome, the Demand Notes of 1861 were born.  Federal backing for currency, even if the backing was based on some nebulous promise of worth that would be publicly acceptable, was a way out of financial disasters that culminated in the money that we handle today.


 $1, $2, $5, $10, $20, $50 and $100 notes have been with us for quite some time, even when $100 represented a few months of labor.  It comes as a surprise to most people that notes in denominations of $500 to $10,000 were also printed, being used in commerce and banking by citizens — albeit very wealthy citizens.  These large denominations are no longer used, their demise a result of a Nixon-era declaration that illegal drug money might be more difficult to hide and transport by freezing printed currency at the $100 level.  
What was a $500 note worth in the 1860s?  What was a $1,000 note worth in the 1880s or early 1900s?  It is difficult to establish relative values based on today’s incomes and purchasing power, given the enormous inflation over the many years and the items that were available to the consumer in the mid- to late- 19th century.  But if a figure of $10 per week were to be used as a rough guide, this amount would have been sufficient to cover weekly living costs for citizens living in the 1860s to the start of the 20th century.


The Legal Tender Act of March 10, 1862 began the high-denomination series of notes, which are rarely seen by collectors today.  The notes have various obligations, the first of which states: “This note is a legal tender for all debts, public and private, except duties on imports and interest on the public debt, and is exchangeable for U.S. six per cent twenty-year bonds, redeemable at the pleasure of the United States after five years.”  A circular motif consisting of “five hundred” written out numerous times surrounds a small portrait of Albert Gallatin (Secretary of the Treasury, 1801-1813), gazing slightly toward the viewer’s left.  The above obligation is in the center of the back, surrounded by two large “500” figures, in an ornately engraved pattern.


Joseph King Mansfield is pictured on the lower right of a $500 legal tender banknote, series of 1874.  The white-bearded Major General of the Union Army is looking towards the viewer’s left. On the left side of the note is an allegorical figure of Victory who seems to be striding towards Mansfield’s portrait.  They are both separated by the number “500” plus other legends.  The back of the note is a study of miniature writing and swirling design elements.  The Legal Tender Act of 1862, which resulted in the $500 Gallatin note previously described, had several updates over the years that included obligational changes.  This note excludes the “and is exchangeable for U.S. six per cent…” clause on the original obligation of 1862.  More unusual is the warning that follows: “Counterfeiting or altering this note, or passing any counterfeit or alteration of it, or having in possession any false or counterfeit plate or impression of it, or any paper made in imitation of the paper on which it is printed, is felony and is punishable by $5,000 fine or 15 years imprisonment at hard labor or both.”  The tiny, ornate writing is crammed on the left side while the right side is relatively empty.


The Legal Tender Act of July 14, 1890 resulted in the issuance of a series of notes from the $1 to $1,000 denominations.  The two-year series is dated 1890 and 1891.  They are referred to as Coin Notes, since “IN COIN” is written under the denominations on the face of each note.  The reverse states that the note is “a legal tender,” amongst other provisions.  Just what sort of coins that were going to be doled out is not mentioned on these notes, unlike the guarantees made on silver and gold certificates.  This was left up to the Secretary of the Treasury.


The $500 Treasury note, series of 1891, has a portrait of William Tecumseh Sherman on the left side of the note, looking towards the viewer’s right.  In addition to the numerical denominations on the front, the upper left and lower right of the notes have a Roman Numeral “D” to indicate their value.


DeWitt Clinton, who served as governor and senator of New York State, as well as mayor of New York City, is pictured on a $1,000 Federal Reserve note, series of 1869.  The obligations are identical to the above $500 Mansfield note, regarding the exclusion of the “six per cent” and the inclusion of the “Counterfeit” clause.  On the front of the note, a full-faced portrait of Clinton is shown with his head slightly tilted toward the viewer’s left, his right hand resting from cheek and forehead, as though in a meditative pose.  The small portrait is nearer the upper margin and shifted to the right so as to allow for a broader, full-length engraving of Christopher Columbus, on the left side of the note, sitting amongst his notes, with a globe, map and magnifying glass strewn about the floor.


William Marcy appears on a $1,000 Silver Certificate, series of 1878.  As with all banknotes of this type, it states that the “Treasurer…pay to the bearer on demand…”  In this instance, the “One Thousand Silver Dollars” is the highest denominated note offering such an exchange for this metal.  Marcy was a governor and senator of New York State.  He also served important cabinet positions in both Presidents Polk’s and Pierce’s administrations.  On the upper left side of the note, a full-chest portrait of Marcy, chin down, looks purposely out and facing a bit towards the viewer’s left.  On the right, the figure 1,000 partially covers the Roman numeral “M.”  The back of the note, in essence, gives the same guarantee of payment as does the front.
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Note: To view examples of the $500 and $1,000 notes, visit the Museum of American Finance’s “Money: A History” exhibit.
