
Vignette and other 

Engraving Varieties 

on $5 Original and 1875 Series Notes 

ABSTRACT 

A rich trove of engraving varieties produced by Continental Bank Note Company engravers occur 

on the Original Series and Series of 1875 national bank note $5s. 

Four different pairs of vignettes are found on the faces. Each pair was made from a different full-

face master die. 

The backs are even more complicated. Three distinct engravings were used to print the vignette, 

which were mated on plates in various permutations with three distinct engravings for the use and 

counterfeit statements that surround the vignette. 

The $5s carry an act approval date, unlike the other denominations in the series and it changed from 

February 25, 1863 to June 3, 1864. It occurs in the lower border on the faces and in the counterfeit statement 

inside the lower right back border. 

Figure 1. The face of this note, bearing the second title for this Watkins bank, was printed at the end of the 

Original Series in 1875 from an altered plate that originally carried The Second National Bank title. The bank 

was the last to receive notes bearing an 1863 act approval date on the face so, being an altered plate, that old 

act date and variety 2 face vignettes were preserved on it. The extensively used variety C vignette on the back 

coupled with variety 3 wording for the counterfeiting statement with June 3, 1864 act approval date seems mis-

mated with the face. The New York coat-of-arms is the early variety. Somewhere in its journey, U. S. Treasurer 

John Burke, who served between 1913 and 1921, autographed the face. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 
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All of these varieties appeared within 20 months of the start of the Original Series. 

A minor intaglio design alteration involved the Continental Bank Note Company imprint, which 

began to be omitted from the bottom border of Series of 1875 faces beginning in February, 1887, but not 

always. 

PURPOSE, BACKGROUND AND ORGANIZATION 

The purposes of this article are to profile the engraving varieties found on the faces and backs of 

Original/1875 $5s, explain when they came about and reveal what we know about the usage for each. 

The difference between the Original Series and Series of 1875 was that the Series of 1875 was 

established to identify the notes where at least the intaglio faces had been printed by the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing. Private bank note companies did all the intaglio work on the Original Series notes. 

An Act passed by Congress and signed into law on March 3, 1875 required that “the final printing and 

finishing [of national bank notes was] to be executed in the Treasury Department.” 

On January 4, 1877, Secretary of the Treasury Lot M. Morrill ordered that all back plates from the 

bank note companies be turned over to the Bureau, except for the vignettes on the backs of the $5s (BEP, 

various dates-a). Consequently, the Bureau began printing the national bank note backs beginning in 

January 1877, and simultaneously assumed responsibility for making new back plates as needed. The black 

vignettes on the $5 backs continued to be printed by the Columbian Bank Note Company in Washington, 

DC, through July 1877 (Dillistin, 1956), after which those plates also were turned over to the Bureau. 

Three engravings dominate the $5 notes; respectively, Columbus in Sight of Land—left front; 

America Presented to the Old World—right front; and The Landing of Columbus—back. They were 

engraved by engravers employed by the Continental Bank Note Company, which was awarded the contract 

for producing the $5 Original Series notes. What little is known about the identity of the engravers is found 

in Hessler (2004) and Hessler and Chambliss (2006). 

Walcutt (1996a) revealed that four different pairs of vignettes are found on the faces of the $5s. 

Hessler (2004), in his first edition in 1979, cited observations by Glenn E. Jackson that three different 

vignettes were used on the backs. Walcutt (1996b) profiled the back vignettes in more detail. This article 

expands on and updates the foundation laid by Walcutt. 

From the outset, it was apparent that the face vignettes on the Original/1875 $5 notes came in mated 

pairs, of which there are four. The reason for this is that the Continental Bank Note Company produced 

four distinct full-face generic master dies between mid-1863 and October, 1864 to make their plates. Each 

of those dies sported a different pair of vignettes. Proofs lifted from two of them are known; specifically, 

Figure 2. Proof from the variety 2 Original Series full-face master die produced at the 

Continental Bank Note Company from which at least one roll was made that was used to make 

5-5-5-5 plates until August, 1864. Notice that the signatures of Chittenden and Spinner were 

engraved into the die, a fact that caused headaches in the future when the signatures had to 

be changed on the plates. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 
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varieties 2 and 4, shown here as Figures 2 and 3. 

The face and back plate varieties along with when they were used will be will be profiled in Parts 

I and II, respectively. The protocols that guided the manufacture of face plates will be covered in Part III 

including identification of exotic situations that developed. The contracts for the Original Series $5s were 

awarded to the Continental Bank Note Company, the only national bank note denomination assigned to that 

company, so a brief examination of Waterman Ormsby, its founder, and his influence on currency designs 

follows in Part IV. This is a long article with complicated material, so these subdivisions are designed to 

break it up into manageable pieces. 

Part I 

$5 FACE VARIETIES 

The four $5 face varieties are defined on the basis of the distinctively different pairs of engravings 

that were used on them. The best places to see these differences are shown on Figure 4. 

The primary distinguishing features between the left vignettes are the shapes of the waves and 

Figure 3. Proof from the variety 4 Original Series full-face master die produced at the 

Continental Bank Note Company that was the source for all plates made in the Original Series 

and Series of 1875 from the end of October 1864 until the end of the series in 1902. They also 

made the mistake of engraving the signatures of the Treasury officials on this die, in this case 

Colby and Spinner. Bruce Hagen photo. 

Figure 4. A rare variety 1 face, readily spotted because NATIONAL CURRENCY is not 

centered under the upper border. The blue ovals indicate where to look to observe the most 

obvious differences between the four pairs of engravings used on Original/1875 series faces. 
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definition of the island on the horizon. See Figure 5. 

The right vignettes are readily differentiated on the basis of the feathers on the side of the head of 

the Indian princess and shape of the foliage next to the upper right counter. See Figures 6 and 7. 

A careful comparison between the face varieties reveals that most of the elements on the variety 1 

master die, other than the vignettes, represent an entirely different engraving or assemblage of different 

engravings. In contrast, significant parts of the two vignettes are identical between all the varieties 

indicating that they were engraved on separate dies. Probably rolls were lifted from those dies and the 

images were laid into the four full-face master dies. Once laid-in, different engravers made material 

alterations to the vignettes to render them into their variety 1, 2, 3 and 4 forms. 

Figure 5. The waves are more turbulent and the island and sky are better defined on the variety 2 and 3 vignettes. 

The island is ill-defined on variety 4. The varieties (1, 2, 3, 4) progress from left to right. 

Figure 6. The bottom feather is missing on variety 4. The second feather up is very broad on variety 1 and small 

on variety 4. Varieties 2 and 3 are indistinguishable. 

Figure 7. The top branch is hook-shaped on varieties 1 and 2, which are indistinguishable. More foliage has been 

added to the hooked branch on variety 3. The hooked branch has been removed from variety 4. 
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Variety 1 

Variety 1 occurs only on a few of the first plates made in the Original Series. The act approval date 

is always February 25, 1863, plate date is November 2, 1863, and the Treasury signatures are Chittenden-

Spinner on the Original Series notes. 

Verified occurrences in the Original Series include Youngstown, OH (3), Stamford, CT (4), Fort 

Wayne, IN (11), Sandusky, OH (16), Washington, DC (26) and Indianapolis (55). The Original Series 

variety 1 plates for charters 3, 4, 16 and 55 were altered for use in the Series of 1875. All variety 1 notes 

are very scarce in both the Original and 1875 series owing to the small number of banks that received them. 

A variety 2 duplicate plate was made for The First National Bank of Washington, DC (26), early 

in the Original Series. Consequently, only the early $5s issued from the bank are variety 1. 

Distinguishing Features: Figure 8 reveals 

that the most readily observable difference on variety 

1 faces is the fact that NATIONAL CURRENCY is 

not centered below the upper border and there is a 

leftward shift of the lines of text above and below 

UNITED STATES. 

The second feather up on the side of the head 

of the Indian princess is unusually broad in the right 

vignette. Also, the upper branch has a distinctive hook 

shape, a characteristic also common to variety 2. The 

sky in the left vignette is very light down to the 

horizon. Both vignettes were extended close to the 

bottom border, thus constricting the space for the 

bank signatures. 

The letters in the upper left counter are leaner 

than on varieties 2, 3 and 4 as illustrated on Figure 9. 

The variety 1 Chittenden-Spinner signatures 

on the Original Series version of the plates differ from 

those used on varieties 2, 3 and 4. Especially 

noticeable are differences in punctuation, the 

placement and shape of the dots over the i in Spinner, 

and the finer line weight of Chittenden’s signature on 

the later varieties. See Figure 10. 

The use of flourishes around the left plate 

letters are unique to variety 1. See Figure 8. 

Figure 8. Comparison between the 

securities statement on variety 1 

(top) and variety 2, 3 and 4 plates. 

Notice how the lines of text have 

shifted between the two and that 

NATIONAL CURRENCY is not 

centered under the upper border on 

variety 1. These two security 

statements represent two entirely 

different engravings. 

Figure 9. Comparison between the engravings of the 

counters found on variety 1 (top) and variety 2, 3 and 

4 plates. Compare the girth of the letters and sizes of 

the shaded hollows on the right sides of the F and E. 
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BEP Usage: Although variety 1 plates were transferred to the BEP in 1875, it is doubtful that the 

variety 1 master die or rolls lifted from it were. No proofs from the master die have been found at the BEP 

and no reentries were made to the Series of 1875 forms of the variety 1 plates that were in BEP custody. 

Variety 2 

Variety 2 is the second most common variety, being found on most notes with charters 1 through 

458. Those for charters 1 through 456 have an act date of February 25, 1863. Variety 2 vignettes also were 

reentered over some Original Series plates that originally bore variety 3 vignettes. 

Distinguishing Features: There is a large thin feather and one small feather on the side of the head 

of the Indian princess in the right vignette. The waves in the left vignette are more turbulent than on variety 

1. The hooked branch next to the upper right counter is the same as on variety 1. 

BEP Usage: The variety 2 master die and/or roll(s) lifted from it were transferred to the BEP in 

1875. Variety 2 vignettes were reentered as needed by BEP siderographers onto variety 2 and some variety 

3 Original Series plates that had been altered into Series of 1875 forms. 

Variety 3 

Variety 3 was used to make the plates for charters 460 to 525, which always bear a June 3, 1864, 

act date. Notes with this variety are scarce because of its limited usage. 

Distinguishing Feature: The hooked branch next to the upper right counter exhibits considerably 

more foliage than that on any of the other varieties. 

The waves on the left vignette and feathers on the side of the head of the Indian princess are 

Figure 11. Variety 2. Turbulent waves, smaller feathers on the side of the princess’ head, hooked 

tree branch same as variety 1. 

Figure 10. Different Chittenden-

Spinner signatures were used on 

the variety 1 Original Series 

notes (top) than on varieties 2, 3 

and 4. Easily observed are 

differences in punctuation 

throughout. Also notice 

differences in where the various 

loops intersect overlying and 

underlying text. 
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indistinguishable from those on variety 2. 

BEP Usage: Neither the variety 3 master die nor rolls lifted from it were transferred to the BEP in 

1875 or they arrived in unserviceable condition. Consequently, the BEP siderographers never reentered 

variety 3 vignettes onto any variety 3 Original Series plates that the BEP received. 

Variety 4 

Variety 4 is found on Original/1875 series notes from charters 528 through 2767, along with some 

earlier charters for which new-title, late-ordered, or duplicate plates were made. Variety 4 is the most 

common variety found on notes. 

Distinguishing Features: There is only one feather on the side of the head of the Indian princess 

and it is small. The hooked branch on the tree has been removed. 

BEP Usage: The variety 4 master die and rolls(s) lifted from it were transferred to the BEP in 1875 

and used to make all new plates thereafter at the BEP as well as to reenter variety 4 Original Series plates 

transferred to the BEP. Variety 4 vignettes also were reentered at the BEP over variety 3 vignettes on some 

plates that carried variety 3 vignettes in their Original Series form. 

Figure 13. Variety 4. Bottom feather on side of head is missing, second feather up is small, 

hooked branch next to upper right counter is gone, waves similar to variety 1, island is weakly 

portrayed. 

Figure 12. Variety 3. Decidedly fuller foliage above the hooked branch next to the upper right 

counter, waves and feathers indistinguishable from variety 2. 
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Part II 

BACK VIGNETTE VARIETIES 

Three different engravings of The Landing of Columbus were used on the backs of Original Series 

$5 notes. They are listed here as varieties A, B and C. All were made at the Continental Bank Note 

Company. All were used to print Original Series notes, but only variety C was used at the Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing to print Series of 1875 notes. It is apparent that the dies and rolls for varieties A and 

B were destroyed before the startup of the Series of 1875 because they were not turned over to the BEP in 

July 1877 when the BEP took over the printing of the vignettes from the Columbian Bank Note Company, 

which had held the printing contracts for them since September 1875 (Graves and others, 1877). 

Variety A 

Distinguishing Features: Columbus is wearing black pantaloons with definitive vertical white 

stripes. The shading along the bottom of the vignette is dark. 

Variety A was used from the beginning of the Original Series until at least the end of the un-prefixed 

blue Treasury sheets serials in January 1865 based on observed notes. 

Variety B 

Distinguishing Features: Columbus’ pantaloons have a draped pattern overlain by definitive 

strong engraved diagonal lines. The V design on his shirt is very pronounced wherein the uppermost dark 

line is curved. The shading along the bottom of the vignette is dark. 

The first use of variety B that we have observed dates from about March 1864 at the beginning of 

the second third of the un-prefixed red Treasury sheet serial number block. They appear sporadically in 

later blocks where we have observed them on notes with un-prefixed blue and A- and E-prefix serials, the 

last of which dates from about March 1869 (Walcutt, 1996a). The variety was little used so notes sporting 

it are very scarce. 

Variety C 

Distinguishing Features: Definitive is that there is very light shading along the bottom of the 

vignette. The uppermost dark line on Columbus’ shirt is straight. The bold diagonal lines through 

Columbus’ pantaloons found on variety B are missing. 

Figure 14. Variety A: Definitive is that Columbus’ Pantaloons are black with vertical white strips. The bottom 

of the vignette is darkly shaded. Mark Hotz photo. 
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The first use of variety C that we have observed dates from around November 1864 on notes from 

the middle of the un-prefixed blue Treasury sheet serial number block. It is the most common variety with 

use spanning to the end of the Series of 1875. 

Figure 15. Variety B: Columbus: dark line forming uppermost stripe on shirt is curved, pantaloons are lightly 

patterned with definitive strong diagonal engraved lines. Bottom of the vignette is darkly shaded. 

Figure 16. Variety C: Definitive is very light shading along the bottom of the vignette. Columbus: dark line 

forming uppermost stripe on shirt is straight. 
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Other Characteristics 

There are several other minor differences between the back vignettes then those described. 

Compare the various renderings of Columbus’ shirt, the small boats in the left background and differing 

line work in the flag held by Columbus. 

Other engravings of the vignette were produced by American Bank Note Company and Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing engravers, but were not used on notes. 

USE-COUNTERFEIT STATEMENT VARIETIES 

The use and counterfeit statements that surround the back vignettes were laid into the vignette 

plates as illustrated on Figure 16 because both were printed in black. There are three varieties of these 

herein numbered 1 to 3. Varieties 1 and 2 carried an act approval date of February 25, 1863, whereas variety 

3 used June 3, 1864. See Figure 17. 

The distinguishing characteristics between varieties 1 and 2 are illustrated on Figure 18. Notice on 

variety 1 that there are two dots under “th” and the top of the 3 in the year is round. There is only one dot 

under “th” and a flat-topped 3 in the variety 2 year. 

The mating of the use and counterfeit statements with a given vignette on the backs varied from 

plate to plate in the Original Series. So far, we know of the following couplings: A/1, A/3, B/1, B/3, C/1, 

C/2, C/3. 

Variety 1 and 2 statements occur only on 

Original Series notes. Use of variety 1 dated from the 

beginning of the series. The earliest use of variety 2 

that we have observed was coupled with the first 

observed C vignette on a note numbered in the middle 

of the un-prefixed blue Treasury serial number block 

circa November 1864. 

The last of the observed notes with variety 1 

and 2 were printed in the first third of the H-block 

around July 1871, which ended the use of act of 1863 

approval dates in the counterfeit clauses. Up until 

then, the act approval dates on the faces and backs 

always were matched. 

Variety 3, which carried a June 3, 1864 act 

approval date, first appeared on Original Series notes 

with Act of 1864 faces, the first of which were 

delivered to the Comptroller of the Currency on July 

15, 1864. Notes having 1863 faces were printed on 

backs with variety 3 statements after stocks having 

Figure 18. The top of the 3 in 1863 is round on variety 

1 but flat on variety 2. Two dots underlie “th” in the 

date on variety 1 but one on variety 2. 

Figure 17. Detail showing a variety 1 1863 act approval date on an early Original Series $5. 
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variety 1 and 2 backs ran out during the first third of the H-block. The earliest of these that we have seen 

dates from around May 1871. The changeover was not sharp. 

One result of this usage pattern is that no Original Series faces with 1864 act approval dates have 

been found mated with variety 1 and 2 backs, so there are no notes with 1864 faces and 1863 backs. In 

contrast, beginning in 1871, 1863 faces were mated exclusively with 1864 backs. The resulting mismatch 

didn’t trouble anyone in the Treasury Department because the laws governing use and counterfeiting were 

identical in the two acts. 

All Series of 1875 notes have C/3 backs. 

LIMITATIONS 

The longevity of the use of the back-vignette plates depended on two factors. The most obvious 

was when the last plates of a given variety wore out. However, there is a subtlety that introduces a joker 

into this scheme. Backs were preprinted and stocked for each state and territory. Withdrawals from the 

stocks were mated with faces as the print orders for those states and territories came in. The lives of the 

stocks for the different states and territories were highly variable. Stocks having long lives resulted in some 

very late uses of some permutations of back vignette and use-counterfeit statements. If your Original Series 

note was printed before mid-1871 (H-Treasury sheet serial number block), you never know what surprise 

might await you until you turn the note over. 

No Continental Bank Note Company proofs or plate usage records survived. Consequently, our 

knowledge of the usage patterns for the back varieties are imprecise because they are based on spotty 

observations from notes and available high-resolution photos of notes. The usage ranges reported here will 

change with future observations. 

Part III 

PROTOCOLS FOR MAKING ORIGINAL SERIES FACE PLATES 

AND USAGE PATTERNS 

Three variable non-bank-specific design elements were incorporated into the Original Series $5 

face plates made by the Continental Bank Note Company: (1) vignette varieties, (2) Treasury signature 

combinations and (3) act approval dates. Each time one of these variables was changed, the new version 

was immediately implemented on the face plates made thereafter. See Table 1. 

Plates for New Banks 

The breaks in usage between the various permutations occur abruptly within the sequence of charter 

numbers for new banks as documented on Table 1 with but two exceptions, (1) those with variety 1 vignettes 

and (2) three banks chartered during the Jeffries-Spinner era. It is apparent that after an initial period of a 

few months, Original Series plates for new banks generally were ordered in sequential order of their charter 

numbers and made in close charter number order. Once a new design element became available, it was 

adopted immediately and the old was dropped from use yielding sharp charter number breaks. 

The first Original Series plates were not made in charter number order so the first deliveries of 

variety 1 production arrived at the Comptroller’s office in the following order: charters 26, 55, 11, 16, 3, 4. 

However, it still appears that the temporal break between the use of the variety 1 and 2 plates was sharp. 

The very first plate made was for charter 26, The First National Bank of Washington, DC. It was 

the desire of Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase that the first national bank notes would debut in 

Washington to symbolize their national character so he requested that the Washington bank get the first 

notes. This decision was not hurt by the fact that financier Jay Cook’s brother Henry was the president of 

that bank, because Cook was instrumental in marketing the first bonds to fund the Civil War. Those sheets 

arrived at the Treasury Department on December 18, 1863, where they were numbered and sealed. They 

were delivered to the bank December 21st. 

The second $5 plate was for The First National Bank of Indianapolis, charter 55. This also was not 

coincidence. It happened that Comptroller of the Currency Hugh McCulloch was a prominent Indiana 

banker who had been drafted by Chase from his presidency of The State Bank of Indiana to run that 

operation. The first of the Indianapolis sheets arrived at the Comptroller’s office on December 24th. 
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Vignette 2 plates followed for the infill and succeeding charters once those plates became available 

at the beginning of 1864. Jay Cook’s First National Bank of Philadelphia, charter 1, got variety 2 faces but 

not from the first variety 2 plate. The first $5 delivery to the Comptroller for his bank was on March 22, 

1864, the 134th bank for which such a delivery was made. Instead, the Philadelphia bank had the honor of 

receiving the first printings from 10-10-10-10 and 20-20-50-100 plates when production from them began. 

In the cases Lake, IL (1678), Bangor, ME (1687) and Cleveland, OH (1689), which were charted 

during the Jeffries-Spinner era, fabrication of their plates was significantly delayed owing to a 

Congressionally mandated cap on total national bank note circulation. When the cap was lifted, variety 4 

plates for those banks were made that carried the then current Allison-Spinner combination. 

Title Change Plates 

The protocol for handling title change plates was to update the plate dates using batch dates that 

reflected when the plates were ordered and to use the Treasury signatures that were current on those dates. 

The first title change to appear on a $5 plate was for charter 321 in Plattsburgh, NY, which was changed 

from The Second National Bank to the Vilas National Bank in 1869. By then, variety 4 plates with 1864 

act dates were in production so those features were used on the new plate along with the then current 

Treasury signatures. The same was true for all the succeeding title change plates made in the Original 

Series, except for one exotic case for the Havana, New York bank profiled below. 

Duplicate Plates 

The bank note companies were faced with making duplicate plates; however, we lack 

documentation pertaining to the protocols used to make them. 

We have identified two duplicate plates from the Original Series, a 5-5-5-5 for The Tenth National 

Bank of the City of New York (307) found by Doug Walcutt and a 1-1-1-2 from The Mechanics National 

Bank of the City of New York (1250) found by Doug Murray (Huntoon, 2019). Both carried a 2 next to 

one of the plate letters on each subject, thus making them distinctive. No other such numbered Original 

Series plates have been found despite a thorough search for them among the proofs, so we presume that the 

practice of numbering duplicate plates were one-offs for the respective bank note companies that made 

them. 

Both an Original Series proof from the first $5 New York plate and a Series of 1875 proof from the 

duplicate exist in the National Numismatic Collection. Differing plate margin markings unambiguously 

demonstrate that they were lifted from different plates. The curious fact is that both carry variety 2 vignettes 

Table 1. The timing of the adoption of new combinations of  face vignette varieties, Treasury signature
combinations and act approval dates on Original Series 5-5-5-5 plates based on when sheets for newly
chartered banks bearing them began to be delivered to the Comptroller of the Currency.

Vignette Act First Delivery
Variety Date Treasury Signatures to Comptroller Impacted Charter Numbers

Chittenden-Spinner signatures became current - Apr 17, 1861

Act of Feb 25, 1863
1 1863 Chittenden-Spinner Dec 18, 1863 3, 4, 11, 16, 26, 55
2 1863 Chittenden-Spinner Jan 2, 1864 1 – 456 except 3, 4, 11, 16, 55

Act of June 3, 1864
2 1864 Chittenden-Spinner Jul 15, 1864 457-458 (459 unknowna)
3 1864 Chittenden-Spinner Aug 19, 1864 460-493

Colby-Spinner signatures became current - Aug 11, 1864
3 1864 Colby-Spinner Sep 2, 1864 494-525 (526, 527 unknowna)
4 1864 Colby-Spinner Oct 31, 1864 528-1672

Jeffries-Spinner signatures became  current - Oct 5, 1867
4 1864 Jeffries-Spinner Dec 23, 1867 1674, 1677, 1681-1686, 1688, 1690-1691

Allison-Spinner signatures became current - Apr 3, 1869
4 1864 Allison-Spinner Jul 17, 1869 1678, 1687, 1689, 1692-2280

and 2nd titles for 94, 321, 343, 358, 420, 456, 616, 810, 826, 938,
1207, 1348, 1464, 1701, 1772, 1773, 1830, 1893, 1894, 2008

a. Type unknown- no proofs or reported specimens.
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and 1863 act dates. The roll with these features went out of service for making plates for new banks in June 

1864, but remained in inventory. 

Two scenarios are possible. (1) The first plate prematurely wore out or became damaged before 

August 19, 1864, when deliveries of the first variety 3 notes began so the duplicate was made before then. 

(2) The duplicate was made later so the siderographer retrieved the obsolete variety 2 roll to make the 

duplicate in his effort to preserve the required Chittenden-Spinner signatures and in the process also 

preserved the 1863 plate date. The only reported note from the first plate bears Treasury serial 975084-red 

numbered in late July 1864, whereas the lowest reported note from the duplicate plate is P39887 numbered 

in early 1875. The information provided by these two notes doesn’t preclude either scenario. 

Surely other duplicate Original Series plates were required. The fact that we haven’t spotted them 

among the proofs hints that when duplicates were required, they were faithfully copied in every detail down 

to the plate letters. That was standard practice when making duplicate plates within the bank note industry 

at the time. 

Act Approval Dates 

The topic of the act approval dates requires development. The earliest national banks were 

organized under an act passed February 25, 1863. That entire law was rewritten to eliminate deficiencies 

and the revision passed June 3, 1864. 

Table 1 reveals that the first bank chartered after June 3, 1864, was The First National Bank of 

Figure 19. Only two duplicate Original Series plates have been documented. This note from one was discovered 

because they placed 2s below the right plate letters. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 

Figure 20. As soon as the Act of June 3, 1864 passed, they started putting the 1864 act approval dates on face 

plates for new banks even if they were organized under the 1863 act. 
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Racine, Wisconsin (457). The Racine bank and all that followed got notes with 1864 act approval dates. 

This seems cut and dried, and of little consequence. 

However, there is a technicality here. The following are the charter numbers for the banks organized 

under the 1863 act: 1-473, 477, 479, 482, 485, 487-489, 491-494, 500, 502, 521, 548 and 555. The skips in 

the numbers were caused by delays between the dates the banks were organized and when they were 

chartered. The intervening numbers were those for banks organized under the 1864 act that perfected their 

charters before the last of the 1863 banks. The salient fact is that the plates for 34 banks with charter 

numbers from 457 and above, including the Racine bank, were organized under the 1863 act, but they 

received notes bearing the 1864 act date. 

Conversely, through quirks of fate that will be chronicled, some plates for banks organized under 

the 1864 act ended up with 1863 act approval dates. 

All of these situations appear to be technical errors. However, in the eyes of the Treasury officials, 

the disconnect between the acts under which the banks were organized and the act approval dates on their 

notes was of no consequence so no attention was paid to it. Act dates were not altered on $5 Original Series 

or Series of 1875 plates after they were made to bring them into conformity with the laws under which the 

banks were organized. 

Exotic Situations on $5 Original Series Notes 

The Second National Bank of Havana, New York, charter 343, underwent a title change to The 

Havana National Bank in 1874. Highly unusual was that the old title was simply removed from their 5-5-

5-5 plate and the new rolled in. The alterations included updating the Treasury signatures and plate date, 

but the old variety 2 vignettes and 1863 act date were left as was. 

The 5-5-5-5 plate for The Richmond National Bank, Indiana, charter 1102, was recycled for use by 

its reorganized successor with the identical title but new charter 2090. The Treasury signatures and plate 

date were updated, but the 1863 act date was left as was even though charter 2090 was organized under the 

1864 act. 

PROTOCOLS INVOLVING SERIES OF 1875 FACE PLATES 

All Series of 1875 5-5-5-5 plates made by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing carried variety 4 

vignettes and 1864 act dates. This includes plates for all new banks having charter numbers 2282 through 

2767. It also includes all title change plates and duplicate plates regardless of charter number. 

The Treasury signatures on all Original Series plates that were altered into Series of 1875 forms 

were updated to the officers who were current at the time the plates were altered. The plate dates were left 

as found. Also, the act approval dates were left as was so old 1863 act approval dates survived on the plates 

that carried them. The existing vignettes also were left alone unless they exhibited wear and had to be 

reentered. A “printed at” BEP medallion was placed above the title blocks. 

When the vignettes on the altered Original Series plates required reentry—either at the time they 

were altered into 1875 forms or later—variety 2 and 4 vignettes were used to match those on the plates. 

However, all variety 3 vignettes were replaced by either variety 2 or 4 vignettes. No variety 1 plates were 

reentered by the BEP. 

The Treasury signatures on reentered existing Series of 1875 plates—be they previously altered 

Original Series Continental Bank Note plates or Series of 1875 BEP plates—were left as was except for 

plates reentered in 1878, which were the first plates reentered at the BEP. The signatures in the 1878 cases 

were updated to Schofield-Gilfillan if those signatures weren’t already on the plates. 

Stars were placed next to the upper right plate letters on the reentered plates from at least April 

1878 through April 1896. See Figure 4 for an example. 

In the cases of duplicate plates, the Treasury signatures and plate dates were updated prior to at 

least early 1881; thereafter, they were copied from the predecessor plate. Some, but not all, Bureau 

siderographers copied every detail from the old to the duplicate plates including the act approval date and 

bank note company imprint. 

The Treasury signatures and plate dates were updated on all title-change plates. An 1864 act 

approval date was used on all. Plate lettering restarted at A-B-C-D. 
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The BEP omitted the bank note company imprints 

from all new and many reentered plates from all Series of 1875 

and 1882 national bank note plates beginning in February, 

1887. The siderographers also periodically went into the plate 

inventory and removed the imprints from existing plates as 

time permitted thereafter. Precise dating of adoption of this 

protocol comes from the certification dates for two Series of 

1882 10-10-10-20 plates for new banks; respectively, The 

United States National Bank of Atchison, KS (3612), on 

January 22, 1887, with an imprint, and The Albany County 

National Bank of Laramie, WY (3615), on February 2, 1887, 

without. 

Exotic Situations on $5 Series of 1875 Proofs 

Two Series of 1875 plates that began their lives as 

Original Series plates were recycled for use by reorganized successors with the same title. The pairs were 

Rondout, New York (34/2493), and Granville, Ohio (388/2496). In these unusual cases, the signatures and 

plate dates were updated, but everything else on the plates was left as was including the variety 2 vignettes 

and the 1863 act date. 

One particularly strange case involved the 5-5-5-5 plate made for The First National Bank of 

Rockville, Indiana, charter 63. It started life as an Original Series plate with variety 2 vignettes and 1863 

act approval dates. It was altered into a Series of 1875 form at the BEP with customary updates. Next, the 

bank was liquidated and reorganized in 1877 as The National Bank of Rockville, which received new 

charter number 2361. Instead of making a new plate, the plate for charter 63 was altered by updating the 

bank title, Treasury signatures and plate date. The variety 2 vignettes and obsolete 1863 act approval date 

survived through all of this! 

MISSING ‘r AND ‘t ON REENTERED BEP PLATES 

A peculiar minor variety that occurred during the reentry of a few plates was the omission of the ‘r 

after Cash and the ‘t after Pres under the blanks for the bank signatures. This has been observed on notes 

from reentered $5 Series of 1875 plates from The Central National Bank of the City of New York (376) 

and The Second National Bank of Baltimore (414). The ‘r and ‘t are present on the pre-reentry Series of 

1875 Smithsonian proofs. 

The omitted ‘r and ‘t were replaced in one New York case. The proof made from a reentered $5 

Series of 1875 plate for The Third National Bank of the City of New York (87) exhibits the omission. 

Figure 21. Series of 1875 proofs from the 

same bank with and without the 

Continental Bank Note Company imprint. 

Figure 22. The ‘r and ‘t were omitted from cash’r and pres’t next to the signature lines when 

the Series of 1875 plate for this New York bank was reentered. Note the reentry star next to 

the upper plate letter. 
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However, a note from the first delivery after the reentry has the letters, so the plate was repaired. That 

reentry was reported to the Comptroller in a letter dated November 4, 1879. 

The same omissions occur on the $5 Original and 1875 series notes from The Tenth National Bank 

of the City of New York (307), printed from the duplicate plate bearing the 2 under the plate letters. See 

Figure 19. 

FACE PLATE MANUFACTURING AND REENTRY 

Central to the production of plates at the Continental Bank Note Company was the use of full-face 

generic master dies, of which there were four. The rolls lifted from them were used to lay their images onto 

the production plates. The same full-face rolls were used to reenter vignettes on worn plates because the 

close tolerances between the interwoven design elements on the $5s precluded the use of separate vignette 

rolls for refurbishing the vignettes as was the practice on the higher denomination subjects in the series. 

One mistake they made at the Continental Bank Note Company was to engrave the Treasury 

signatures on their master dies. Once hardened, those signatures were there to stay. See Figures 2 and 3. 

When Register of the Treasury Colby took office on August 11, 1864, variety 3 plates were current. 

The protocol was for banks chartered thereafter to carry his signature instead of Chittenden’s. Chittenden’s 

signature could not be removed from the variety 3 master full-face die because it had been hardened. The 

most likely way the dilemma was solved was to lift a new roll from the die and remove his signature from 

the roll. The unwanted signature stood in relief on its surface so it would have been a fairly easy task to 

remove it prior to hardening the roll. The only onerous part of the job was clearing the loops in his signature 

that extended upward into “with the U. S. Treasury at Washington.” Vestiges of those loops show on some 

notes and proofs. See Figure 23. 

Colby’s signature then had to be laid-in as a separate operation on each subject along with the bank-

specific items. Therefore, his signature wanders within the space allotted for it from proof to proof and even 

between the subjects on the same proof 

revealing this is how it was handled. 

The change of the act date on the 

variety 2 die for charters 457, 458 and 

459(?) probably was handled similarly. 

Notice from Figure 3 that 

Colby’s and Spinner’s signatures were on 

the variety 4 master die. Consequently, 

when Jeffries and Allison assumed the 

office of register on October 5, 1867, and 

April 3, 1869, respectively; their 

signatures had to be dealt with in the 

same fashion as Colby’s had been with 

the variety 3 die. 

Interesting is that Colby’s 

signature on variety 3 faces is slightly 

different than on variety 4. The most 

easily discernible differences involve 

variations between the small loop in the 

left side of the “o” and the space inside 

the loop of the “l.” 

Where the story gets interesting 

and a bit convoluted is when the dies, 

rolls and plates for the faces were turned 

over to the Bureau of Engraving and 

Printing in 1875. The Bureau received 

the variety 2 and 4 master dies, which 

respectively carried Chittenden/Spinner 

Figure 23. Colby’s signature (top) was updated on Original Series 

plates that were altered into Series of 1875 forms at the BEP. 

Notice the residual loop from his signature on the Series of 1875 

plate (bottom) for The Market National Bank of Boston (505). 
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and Colby/Spinner signatures. Before the Bureau could begin making their own Series of 1875 plates, they 

had to contend with those obsolete signatures identically as the Continental Bank Note Company had in the 

past. The Bureau employees probably also removed the signatures from the rolls they made from the variety 

2 and 4 master dies in order to accomplish the job. 

The Original Series plates transferred to the Bureau made for a huge headache because they had to 

be altered by updating the Treasury signatures. Those signatures had to be physically removed from each 

subject on the plates and the new signatures rolled in. The difficult task was to remove the loops from the 

old signatures where they overlapped other design elements. It is not uncommon to find vestiges of those 

loops on Series of 1875 notes. See Figure 23. 

National bank note face plates were not hardened because production from them was modest. 

Consequently, signature and other alterations could be carried out fairly readily. Also, because they were 

soft, the plates could be reentered to refurbished worn design elements when necessary. 

The lives of plates commonly were prolonged by reentering the vignettes because the vignettes 

were the first design elements to exhibit wear. The reentries of $5 Series of 1875 face plates were 

accomplished on transfer presses using a full-face roll to repress the parts of the faces containing the 

vignettes into the worn plate. 

Care was taken by Bureau siderographers to use the appropriate bank note company rolls when 

reentering the vignettes on the former Continental Bank Note Company plates. It is clear, however, that 

neither the variety 3 master die nor roll(s) lifted from it were transferred to the BEP, or if they were, they 

Figure 24. Variety 4 vignettes (bottom note) were reentered over variety 3 vignettes (top note) 

when the Series of 1875 plate for this bank was reentered. Faint remnants of the variety 3 

tree remain to the left of the upper right counter. Notice that the Treasury signatures were 

updated. 
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were unserviceable because BEP siderographers never reentered a variety 3 vignette on any variety 3 plate 

that the Bureau received. When variety 3 plates required reentry, variety 2 or 4 rolls had to be used, thereby 

creating interesting and exotic notes. The force exerted through a roll was sufficient to obliterated the old 

variety 3 vignettes as the new were laid in over it. 

An excellent example involves the issues from The Continental National Bank of Boston, 

Massachusetts (524). There are two 5-5-5-5 Series of 1875 proofs in the Smithsonian holdings. As 

illustrated on Figure 24, the earlier has variety 3 vignettes, Allison-New signatures and plate letters A-B-

C-D. The later has variety 4 vignettes, Scofield-Gilfillan signatures and plate letters A-B-C-D. Remnants 

of the larger left side and top of the variety 3 tree are preserved in the right-hand vignettes on the second 

proof. Clearly the plate had been reentered with a variety 4 roll that almost completely obliterated the pre-

existing variety 3 images. The later proof did not have the characteristic stars next to the plate letters, 

indicating that the plate was reentered before the Bureau started using stars to designate reentered plates. 

A similar observation involves two Series of 1875 5-5-5-5 proofs for The North National Bank of 

Boston, Massachusetts (525). In this case, the proof from the reentered plate carries the same Allison-New 

signatures as the original, has the reentry stars next to the plate letters and exhibits remnants of the 

obliterated variety 3 vignettes. However, it has variety 2 vignettes. See Figure 25. This reentry occurred 

later than that for charter 524, after they stopped updating the Treasury signatures. The reentry was reported 

to the Comptroller in a letter dated May 2, 1879. 

Part IV 

THE CONTINENTAL BANK NOTE COMPANY 

The Continental Bank Note Company was founded in January,1863 by Waterman Lily Ormsby in 

league with financial backers as a rival to the American and National Bank Note companies (McCabe, 

2016, p. 124-131). Ormsby was a brilliant individual, albeit very critical of and abrasive to the established 

securities engraving profession. He was a skilled engraver, siderographer and mechanical innovator who 

improved on machines used in the engraving trade such as the transfer press, geometric lathe, ruling 

machine and pantograph. He invented a machine he called the kaleidograph for creating so-called mosaic 

engravings along the lines of geometric lathes (Jackson, 1983). 

Ormsby stanchly advocated for the adoption by the securities engraving profession of what he 

called unit systems for currency designs (Ormsby, 1852, 1862). His unit system involved one picture 

engraving covering the entire face of a note with the necessary hand-engraved text interwoven into it “so 

that counterfeiters cannot divide it, and procure the parts engraved by professional artists” (Jackson, 1978). 

Figure 25. Variety 2 vignettes were reentered over variety 3 vignettes when the plate 

containing this note was reentered in May 1879. The Treasury signatures were not changed 

because this reentry occurred after they stopped updating signatures on reentered plates. 

Notice the star next to the upper left plate letter to signify that the plate had been reentered. 
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Figure 26. Ormsby’s Original Series $5 design didn’t quite adhere to his unit system design concept (top). The 

BEP, with George Casilear as chief engraver, went the opposite direction from Ormsby through the 1870s and 

early 1880s with patchwork designs right down to the laying-in of individual letters (middle), but eventually 

Treasury officials had second thoughts. Ormsby had been dead for 13 years when the educational silver 

certificates hit the streets, which were the embodiment of his unit system concept with lavish engravings that 

covered the whole with interwoven hand-engraved text (bottom). Heritage Auction Archives photos. 
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He touted his concept of unit systems as far superior to the then industry standard patch work 

designs that stitched together separate—often stock—vignettes, lathe work and lettering to create the faces 

of notes. Early in his career, he distained the use of lathe work—engravings made by geometric lathes—

which were popular and cheap to make that were used as stand-alone ornaments, backgrounds upon which 

counters were superimposed and building blocks used in repetitive border work. Naturally, his opinions 

drew the ire of his competitors. 

Ormsby’s Continental Bank Note Company won the contract for the Original Series $5s. The 

design of the faces of the $5s represented a compromise to his unit system principals, yet it stands out in 

the Original/1875 series for having more surface area devoted to vignettes than the other denominations. 

Although Ormsby organized the Continental Bank Note Company, he didn’t own a controlling 

interest. A man named Touro Robertson gained control and pushed him out in 1867. Ormsby attempted to 

form a new firm he called Republican Unit Bank Note Company around 1870, but nothing came of it. He 

died in 1883, at age 73. The Continental Bank Note Company was merged into The American Bank Note 

Company along with the National Bank Note Company in 1879. 

Ormsby’s unit note concept was ignored, especially at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing during 

Chief Engraver George Casilear’s reign from the mid-1870s to mid-1880s. Casilear’s emphasis was on 

lettering and text-dominated designs in a form of patch work that utilized recycled alphabets of engraved 

letters that were laid in by siderographers one letter at a time rather than featuring hand engravings. His 

designs were attacked as inferior and reviled as inartistic by the engraving establishment. 

Eventually the Treasury and Bureau of Engraving and Printing reacted by reviving emphasis on 

engraved work, which became ever more elaborate going into the 1890s. The all-time culmination of this 

swing was the Series of 1896 educational silver certificates, where no paper could be seen through the 

lavish intaglio engravings that covered the notes, and where lettering and counters were almost lost in the 

cacophony. Although Ormsby was dead by then, his philosophy behind bank note design had ultimately 

infected the BEP. 

His post-mortem influence lasted only a few years. By 1899, the Educational Series was supplanted 

by more open and streamlined designs. More paper showed through so holders could see the imbedded 

threads in the paper, which also were being touted as a counterfeiting deterrent. 

CLOSING REMARKS 

Four pairs of face vignettes, three back vignettes and three renderings of the use and counterfeit 

statements on the backs were used on $5 Original Series and Series of 1875 notes over the 40-year life of 

the combined series. Dies and rolls for all of these varieties had been put into service by October 1864. 

The use of the retired vignettes on the face plates that they graced lived on, many for a full 20 years 

into 1884, when the last of the user banks was extended. In contrast, the lives of the earliest of the back-

vignette plates with 1863 act dates were considerably shorter because none were turned over to the Bureau 

of Engraving and Printing for use in printing Series of 1875 notes. 

A design feature unique to the $5 denomination in the Original/1875 series was the display of the 

act date that authorized the series in the bottom border of the faces and in the counterfeit statement inside 

the right back border. Two different act dates appeared, February 25, 1863 and June 3, 1864. The 1864 act 

date began service on both the faces and backs as soon as the act was passed regardless of the act that the 

bank was organized under. From about July 1871, the 1863 act dates on the faces were mated with 1864 

backs. Treasury officials overseeing the note emissions thought nothing of the mis-mating because in their 

view the 1864 act simply supplanted the 1863 act wherein the terms governing the issuance and backing 

for the notes was the same. 

It is unknown which pairs of face vignettes were used on the $5s for charters 459, 526 and 527. 

Specimens have not been observed from these banks and proofs for them don’t exist in the Smithsonian 

holdings. If you examine the changeover breaks on Table 1, you will observe that the plates for these banks 

straddled two of them, thus making discovery of specimens from these three of particular interest to the 

authors. 
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