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PROPOSITION TO AUTHORIZE CERTAIN OFFICERS OF THE SEVERAL BRANCHES OF 
T H E BANK OF THE UNITED STATES T O SIGN AND ISSUE BILLS. 

COMMUNICATED TO THE SENATE, APRIL 9 , 1818. 

S IR : TREASURY DEPARTMENT, April 7 , 1 8 1 8 . 

I have been informed by the President of the Bank of the United States tha,. the board of directors have 
applied to the Congress of the United States for permission to issue bills and notes signed by other persons than 
the president and cashier of that bank. The intimate connexion which necessarily exists between that institution 
and the department of the Executive Government confided to my direction may render it excusable on my part 
to present to the Committee on Finance, under whose consideration the subject has been placed by the Senate, 
some of the reasons which appear to me necessarily connected with the application. It is not my intention to urge 
the sanction of the committee to the particular modification sought by the bank. I shall attempt only to satisfy the 
committee that, under the existing provisions of the charter, as construed by the corporation, it is impossible to put 
into circulation an amount of bills of suitable denominations to supply the necessary and indispensable demands of 
the community. 

The president and cashier of the bank have to sign and countersign all the bills of the bank and of its various 
offices. They have, in addition to the ordinary duties of president and cashier of a bank, to perform all the duties 
of commissioner of loans for the State of Pennsylvania, and of agents for the payment of pensioners of every de-
scription for that State. They are necessarily charged with the general superintendence of all the offices established 
by the bank, from the district of Maine to the State of Louisiana, involving a most extensive correspondence, and 
imposing upon them an examination of the weekly returns of those offices. This examination is necessarily imposed 
upon these officers, who are bound to watch over the interests of the bank generally, and to supply the wants of the 
different offices; to transmit specie where there is a demand for it, and to withdraw it from points where, from the 
course of trade or other causes, it may have temporarily accumulated. The duty of transmitting the public funds 
wherever required within the United States demands and receives their unremitted attention. From the view here 
presented of the various and important duties assigned to them by the charter, many of which are so intimately con-
nected with the Government as to constitute them highly important officers, it will be readily perceived that but a 
very small portion of their time can be devoted to the mechanical labor of signing bills and notes. It may, indeed, 
be said that the corporation, having the power of appointing such officers and servants as the interest of the institu-
tion may require, may appoint other officers, who may be charged with the superintendence of the interests of the 
institution generally, and of course with the correspondence, and distribution of the capital of the bank among the 
different offices, according to their various wants and necessities arising out of the course of trade, or any other 
cause. Such a couise might, indeed, be pursued; but it would be an entire inversion of the established principle of 
action, not only in institutions of this nature, but of right reason, when applied to all associations whatsoever. 

The signing of bills and notes is a mere mechanical act. The superintendence of an institution so extensive and 
complicated, intimately connected not only with the Government, but with all the wants and conveniences of society, 
especially influencing in a very high degree the commercial transactions of the nation, i equires intellects of more than 
ordinary elevation, and information as various as the wants and conveniences of civilized society. To metamorphose 
the highest officers of the institution into mere UMchines, the operations of which are to be confined to tracing cer-
tain characters infinitely repeated, whilst subordinate officers or servants are invested with duties requiring the 
highest order of intellect and the most extensive degree of information, would indeed be an inversion of the estab-
lished ideas of the moral fitness of things. 

It is not my intention, nor is it the wish of the bank, to relieve the president and cashier from the mechanical 
labor of signing bills. This duty will always be performed by them, as fai as a due attention to their other and more 
important duties will permit. 

The reasons and facts which I have presented, in order to prove that it is impossible for the president and cashier 
to sign the bills necessary to the wants and convenience oi the community, are supported by the experience of 
the bank. Twenty offices have been established, and applications for others remain suspended from the impossi-
bility of furnishing them with bills for circulation. Two of those which wpre organized more than six months 
past have not yet been supplied with bills to commence opeiations. Several of those established in the western 
country have been so scantily supplied as to lender their operations extremely circumscribed. That established at 
Augusta, in Georgia, will probably be abandoned, on account of the impossibility of supplying it with bills to make 
the employment of capital profitable. It is understood that the measure is now ynder the consideration of the 
directors. It will be hardly necessary to prove that the failure to supply the different offices with a proper amount 
of bills of suitable denominations can be the result of nothing but the impossibility of furnishing that supply under 
the provisions of the charter. The failuie must be ascribed to this impossibility, or to the negligence of the officers 
of the bank. The character and standing of the gentlemen to whom the neglect would be imputed forbid the 
admission of the charge. It may, indeed, be alleged that the labor of issuing bills will be daily diminished, as the 
supply will always be increasing. To this it may be answered, that the number of offices for some time to come 
will be increased, and that, as the labor of signing bills diminishes, the time necessarily devoted to the superin-
tendence of the multiplied and varied concerns of the bank will increase; that, according to the course of trade, 
bills issued in one section of the Union will accumulate in another; and that, although a portion of those bills may in 
the ordinary course of trade find their way back, or be diffused over other portions, so as to diminish, in a con-
siderable degree, such an accumulation, yet a considerable portion of them will remain where they are not wanted, 
whilst local deficiencies will be created in other places. If the bank is enabled to issue bills so as to meet the 
demands of the community for them, it will be its interest to supply the local wants thus created by new emissions, 
rather than to incur the expense and risk of transmitting those which have accumulated in particular districts to 
where they are wanted. This source of demand for new bills, together with the necessary supplies for lost or worn 
bills, will find ample employment for two persons who shall be devoted to the issuing of bills. If the bank is 
enabled by Congress to facilitate the issuing of bills, any surplus which accumulates in particular districts will be 
destroyed, and new ones issued to supply their place, and circulated where they are demanded. It is the practice 
with the Bank of England never to reissue their bills. It is not believed that any additional security is derived to 
the bank or to the community from this practice. It is mentioned simply to present to the mind of the committee 
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the extensive means which that institution possesses of issuing bills. It is confidently believed that neither the gov-
ernor nor deputy governor of that bank ever signs a bill. 

I understand that the proposition of the bank is to authorize the presidents and cashiers of the various offices to 
issue bills for their offices respectively. This proposition appears to me to be injudicious. The multiplication of 
signatures upon bills, beyond the necessity of the case, is an evil which ought not to be permitted. It is, however, 
urged in favor of it that the bills of the offices are intended for local circulation, and that the signatures of the presi-
dent and cashier of an office will be more likely to be known in their own districts than those of the president and 
cashier of the bank itself. This argument is specious rather than solid. Not one man in a hundred who receives 
bills or notes of the bank can have any other knowledge of the handwriting of the persons whose names are signed 
upon the bills than that which he derives from the frequent examination and comparison of the signatures upon the 
bills which he receives. It is, moreover, manifest from what has already been stated, and it is established by uni-
versal experience, that bills issued at the offices will circulate in the most distant parts of the nation from the place 
of their issue. As the organization of the bank becomes more perfect, and the principles upon which it acts become 
more extensively known; as it will by experience be enabled to correct the eccentricities of its officers, and discard 
any errors which its own directors may, from inadvertence, or from some real or supposed pressure, have committed, 
the circulation of its bills will become general, and the idea of locality be entirely laid aside. It would, therefore, 
in my humble opinion, be unwise to permit the piesidents and cashiers of the offices to issue bills under their own 
signatures alone. Two officers, whose time should be exclusively devoted to signing of bills and notes, with the 
occasional aid which they would receive from the president and cashiei of the bank, in signing bills of large denomi-
nations, would give to the bank all the facilities which a due regard to the interests of the community can require. 

In closing this communication, it may be proper to state that, independent of the convenience of the community 
and the interest of the bank, the Government itself lias a direct interest in conferring upon the bank the authority 
of issuing notes and bills with more facility tha» it at present enjoys. Accoiding to existing laws, specie and the 
bills and notes of the Bank of the United States are alone receivable in all paj'ments to the Government. It 
requires no argument to prove that the contributions of various kinds required by the Government from the citizens 
cannot at this time be paid in specie. It is not in the power of Congress to give to its citizens this ability. An 
act of Congress will not bring from foreign regions the gold and silver coin necessary to effect this object. But it 
can cause to be put in* circulation a sufficiency of what it has made a legal tender, to enable the citizens who may 
owe the Government to discharge their debts. That the necessary supply of this currency has not been furnished, 
is notoriously manifest; that the failure to furnish this supply has been the result of the incapacity^ of the bank to 
sign bills according to the provisions of the charter, has, I trust, been satisfactorily established. 

The bill now upon your table for the relief of the purchasers of public land is in a considerable degree the 
result of that incapacity. It is certainly true, that if banks had not been improvidently multiplied in certain sections 
of the Union, the Bank of the United States and its offices would have consented to receive as specie from the 
officers of the Government the bills or notes of the local banks, which uould have in some degree prevented the 
pressure which is now operating so oppressively in the northwestern section of the country. 

This paper, however, it must be recollected, is no legal tender. It could become so only indirectly, through the 
agency of the Bank of the United States. However stable the banks in that section might have 4ieen under a dif-
ferent state of things than that which unfortunately exists, the people would ha\e been equally unable, as at present, 
to discharge their dues to the Government according to law; and this inability' would necessarily be ascribable to 
the incapacity of the bank to sign the amount of bills necessary to enable the community to discharge its debts to 
the Government. The Congress is now apprised of the emergency. Specie and the bills of the Bank of the United 
States alone are recei\able at the Treasury. Specie cannot be obtained for that purpose. Bills of the Bank of 
the United States cannot be put into circulation to a sufficient amount for that object, because the officers of the 
bank are not able to sign them. The power ought to be given, the bills of other banks ought to be receivable, 
or further time ought to be allowed the public debtor to make his payments. Sound policy, probably, would require 
the application of the first and the last of these remedies. The power of issuing bills with more facility would not 
affoid relief so promptly as to supersede the necessity of suspending temporarily the time of payment. The suspen-
sion of payment, unaccompanied by other relief, would probably find the public debtors, at the expiration of the 
suspension, but little improved in their capacity to discharge their debts. 

In addition to the foregoing considerations, it may be proper to state that lands to a great amount will be sold 
in the course of the summer, autumn, and winter of the present year, in the Michigan and Missouri Territories. The 
bills of the western banks, which circulate almost exclusively in ihose Territories, have not that credit and currency 
in many instances which would justify their receipt at the Treasury if the law permitted it. There is, therefore, 
great danger that much loss will be sustained in the sale of those lands for the want of a sound circulating medium 
in that section of the Union. The losses which the Treasury has already incurred by the receipt of bills and note^ 
of banks which have already failed,^or whose credit is doubtful, strongly indicate the necessity of avoiding further 
loss from that source, even at the risk of incurring a greater in the depreciated price which may consequently be 
received for the public lands. It has already been ascertained that, of the special deposites received during the 
years 1815 and 1816, more than $250,000 are of a description which justifies the most serious apprehension of the 
eventual loss of the greatest portion of that amount. It is my duly to suggest the propriety of giving more efficient 
remedies against corporate bodies for the recovery of debts. The power of summoning the debtors of the corporation 
as garnishers, as iu cases of attachment against absent debtors, is respectfully submitted to the consideration of the 
committee. 

I remain, with sentiments of the highest respect, your most obedient and very humble servant, 
W M . H . C R A W F O R D . 

Hon. G . W . CAMPBELL, Chairman Committee on Finance. 


