
The Dies that Fathered 

BEP $10 and $20 

Series of 1875 and 1882 Nationals 

Two full-face dies prepared by the American Bank Note Company for the Original Series were the 

source for all the $10 and $20 Series of 1875 and 1882 plates made at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. 

It is the objective of this article to explain how this occurred. Like genes passed to future 

generations, unambiguous telltale vestigial markings that originated on the original ABNC dies were passed 

down to the BEP plates. 

We will necessarily delve into the technical details of plate making in order to follow the forensic 

evidence. 

Let’s dispel a commonly held misconception at the outset. The plates used to print the Series of 

1882 notes were not altered Original/1875 plates. Rather all were entirely new plates made at the Bureau 

of Engraving and Printing. 

Origins 

The engravers and siderographers at the American Bank Note Company made full-face dies for the 

$10 and $20 Original Series nationals, prints of which are illustrated here as Figures 1 and 2. These were 

generic dies, generic meaning that they carried all the design elements common to plates regardless of bank. 

Notice on the $10 that the layout included the partial bank title “The First National Bank of.” This was in 

keeping with Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase’s original concept that all national banks in a given 

town or city would be numbered in the order in which they were organized starting with “First.” Obviously, 

the designers at ABNC weren’t thinking about a “Second” when the partial title block was laid out! This 

oversight was corrected when they made the $20 die. 

At the time, they also didn’t contemplate that the Treasury officials would change, so Chittenden’s 

and Spinner’s signatures were superimposed on the master dies as well. This quirk is the smoking gun in 

the analysis that follows. 

Figure 1. All the $10 subjects on Original, 1875 and 1882 national bank note plates made at the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing were reproduced from American Bank Note Company 

Original Series full-face die 1925, a print of which is illustrated here. We will trace the loops 

from the Treasury signatures that extend upward into “Deposited with the U. S. Treasurer at 

Washington” to future generations. Photo courtesy of Bruce Hagen. 
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Notice, as expected, that the generic items in the title blocks on the $10 and $20 Series of 1875 

proofs for The First National Bank of Philadelphia, charter 1, are identical to those on Figures 1 and 2 

except for the Treasury signatures, which were updated when the plates were altered from their Original 

Series to Series of 1875 form at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. 

Dies, Rolls and Plates 

The process of making printing plate begins with numerous component dies, which were flat soft 

steel blanks with a polished surface into which were engraved individually the elements such as vignettes, 

counters, border segments, lettering, manufacturer imprints, etc., that were later brought together to create 

a master die. Dies are intaglio meaning that the image to be printed is comprised of recesses such as groves 

cut into the surface that hold the ink. Many of the dies, such as the vignettes and most lettering, were 

engraved by engravers. Other elements were engraved using machines, such as border elements that were 

produced on geometric lathes. Once completed, the component dies were hardened by heating and 

quenching in brine and/or oil. 

Once a die was hardened, rolls were made from them, which were used to transfer the images to 

other dies or plates. The process involved rolling a soft steel cylinder over each component die under loads 

sufficient to cause the steel on the surface of the roll to flow into the recesses engraved on the die. This was 

carried out by siderographers on machines called transfer presses. The image picked up on a roll stood in 

relief on its surface and was, in fact, a mold of the image on the die. The roll was then hardened by heating 

Figure 3. Title blocks from the earliest plates made from ABNC $10 die 1925 and $20 die 1940 that exhibit the 

same generic title block items as found on Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 2. All the $20 subjects on Series of 1875 and 1882 national bank note plates made at the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing were reproduced from American Bank Note Company 

Original Series full-face die 1940. As with the $10, the loops from the Treasury signatures extend 

upward into “Deposited with the U. S. Treasurer at Washington.” Photo courtesy of Bruce 

Hagen. 
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and quenching. Individual rolls could contain images from one or more dies around their circumference. 

Once dies and rolls were hardened, the images on them could not be altered. 

A full-face generic master die was constructed on a transfer press wherein the component rolls 

lifted from the component dies were used to lay in the elements onto the surface of the master. That process 

was called a transfer. Notice that the vast percentage of the work on the master consisted of transfers. The 

only involvement of an engraver at this stage was to do touch up work. 

The obvious advantage of generic master dies was that rolls lifted from them could be used to 

transfer all the common elements to a printing plate in one transfer for each subject. Component rolls with 

bank-specific elements such as lettering in the title blocks, plate letters, Treasury signatures and charter 

numbers on Series of 1882 plates were then laid in separately to complete the plate. 

Our story gets very interesting when we examine how $10 and $20 Original Series ABNC full-face 

dies 1925 and 1940 were handled once they were turned over the BEP in 1875. By then the partial bank 

titles and Chittenden and Spinner signatures were obsolete so they had to be removed. But the dies were 

hardened so they couldn’t be altered. 

Instead, the job was accomplished by altering the rolls lifted from the dies before the rolls were 

hardened. The intaglio images cut into the dies stood in relief on the rolls so all that the craftsman had to 

do was grind or burnish the unwanted obsolete items off the rolls and polish the resulting surface. Removing 

the partial bank titles was easy because they didn’t overlap other design elements. However, removing the 

Treasury signatures was difficult because the loops in the two signatures arched upward into the lettering 

comprising “Deposited with the U. S. Treasurer at Washington.” 

Early on they simply removed the signatures from the space below the lettering, thereby leaving 

vestiges of the loops within the letters. See Figure 5. The vestiges made it to both the Series of 1875 and 

1882 plates yielding an unambiguous record of what transpired. 

The rolls used for the Series of 1882 were different from those prepared for the Series of 1875. 

Cutouts had to be made for the charter number on the Series of 1882 rolls. The cutouts were made by 

removing the unwanted parts of the borders from the rolls before they were hardened. 

Bureau personnel laid in a new Series of 1882 $20 master die in 1884 using a roll made from $20 

ABNC die 1940. It was labeled BEP die 392 and was used in conjunction with $10 ABNC 1925 to make 

10-10-10-20 Series of 1882 plates between 1884 and 1900. It was peculiar in that they left cutouts only for 

Figure 4. Jack Ryan, Bureau of 

Engraving and Printing 

siderographer, using a transfer 

press to lay in an image of a note 

onto a steel master plate from a 

roll that contains the image. The 

press exerted loads of tons per 

square inch through the roll. 

BEP photo. 
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the two charter numbers in the top border. The vestiges of Chittenden’s and Spinner’s signatures were 

nicely preserved on it as solid lines. 

As time went on Bureau craftsmen periodically had to make new rolls from the full-face masters 

for use in making their high-volume Series of 1882 plates. They got progressively better at removing the 

unwanted loops from the Chittenden-Spinner signatures from those rolls. The technique used was to simply 

remove the residual lines and leave blanks in their wake because the blank spaces were less visible. See 

Figure 6. They were carefully removing all the residual black lines from the loops by 1894 so the vestiges 

of the old Chittenden-Spinner signatures consisted entirely of tiny blank spaces. 

Work began on a new pair of full-face $10 and $20 Series of 1882 master dies in 1896. New BEP 

$20 die 2681 replaced BEP 392. It was begun May 22, 1896 and completed April 2, 1900. The image was 

from an old roll lifted from full-face ABNC die 1940. 

Full-face $10 BEP die 2988 was prepared as a companion to BEP 2681. Work on it began January 

30, 1899 and was completed March 30, 1900. 

An engraver eliminated all vestiges of the Chittenden-Spinner signatures before dies 2681 and 2988 

were hardened. In addition, hidden stars were added to the 

borders of each as shown on Figure 7 to distinguish subject made 

from them. 

No comparable new BEP $10 and $20 master dies were 

made for the Series of 1875, owing to waning demand. 

Consequently, rolls made from old ABNC dies 1925 and 1940 

continued to be used to lay in the $10 and $20 subjects needed 

for Series of 1875 plates to the end of that series in 1902. 

Legacy 

All the $10 and $20 Series of 1875 plates made by the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing were made from rolls lifted 

Figure 5. Detail whereon the red lines point to black vestiges in the form of fragments of both Chittenden’s and 

Spinner’s signatures on Series of 1875 plates reproduced from rolls lifted from ABNC $10 die 1925 (top) and 

$20 die 1940 (bottom). Compare the positions of the loops in the signatures on Figures 1 and 2 to the vestiges 

illustrated. 

Figure 6. Detail whereon the red lines point to vestiges in the form of blanks where remnants of Chittenden’s 

and Spinner’s signatures were removed from rolls lifted from ABNC $10 die 1925 (top) and BEP $20 die 392 

(bottom) that were used to make Series of 1882 plates beginning in March 1893. By then most of the residual 

lines were tooled away leaving blank spaces where the loops in the signatures used to exist. Their skill in 

removing the residual lines continued to improve as successive rolls were made. 

Figure 7. Locations of the hidden stars 

on Series of 1882 plates made from $10 

and $20 BEP dies 2988 and 2681. Plates 

bearing the stars began to be certified on 

April 16, 1900. 
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respectively from ABNC Original Series dies 1925 and 1940. This spanned the years 1875 through 1902. 

All the subjects carry clear vestiges of Chittenden’s and Spinner’s signatures. 

The first 10-10-10-20 Series of 1882 plates were made from rolls lifted from ABNC dies 1925 and 

1940. Both subjects on notes printed from them carry vestiges of Chittenden’s and Spinner’s Original Series 

signatures. The first of these plates was for The First National Bank of Washington, Iowa, charter 2656, 

certified July 14, 1882. The last was for The Calumet National Bank of South Chicago, charter 3102, 

certified January 18, 1884. 

The Series of 1882 $10 subjects made from 1884 to 1900 continued to be made from rolls lifted 

from ABNC 1925, and carry vestiges of the old signatures. However, as time went on the vestigial black 

lines on them where progressively replaced by blank spaces because BEP craftsmen became more skillful 

at removing the lines from the younger rolls. All the black lines were removed so only voids remained from 

1894 until 1900. 

The Series of 1882 $20 subjects made from 1884 through 1900 were from BEP die 392 and, like 

the $10s made during that period, the vestigial lines progressively were replaced with voids as craftsmen 

more thoroughly removed them from successive rolls. The first Series of 1882 10-10-10-20 plates made 

from die 392 was for The Farmers National Bank of Kittanning, Pennsylvania, charter 3104, certified 

Figure 8. Prints from BEP full-face Series of 1882 master dies $10 2988 and $20 2681 completed in March 1900. 

All vestiges of the Chittenden-Spinner signatures were removed from both. Rolls from the two were always 

paired to make Series of 1882 10-10-10-20 plates from April 1900 to the end of the series in 1922.  All Series of 

1882 10-10-10-10 plates were made from 2988. Photos courtesy of Bruce Hagen. 
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January 23, 1884. The last was for The First National Bank of Dyersburg, Tennessee, charter 5263, certified 

April 18, 1900. 

When Series of 1882 full face $10 and $20 BEP dies 2988 and 2681 were placed in service in 1900, 

the vestigial lines were gone because engravers removed them completely from the dies before the dies 

were hardened. The first Series of 1882 10-10-10-20 plate made from $10 and $20 BEP dies 2988 and 2681 

was certified April 14, 1900 for The First National Bank of Hudson, Wisconsin, charter 95, an extended 

bank. The first for a new bank was for The Riddell National Bank of Brazil, Indiana, charter 5267, certified 

April 20, 1900. Rolls from those dies were used from then to the end of the series in 1922. 

The vestigial features discussed here are esoteric curiosities. Their primary importance is that they 

help us to understand how the BEP personnel used the American Bank Note Company dies turned over to 

them in 1875 to make their own Series of 1875 and 1882 plates. 

The vestigial Chittenden and Spinner loops probably require the services of a magnifying glass if 

you are to observe them. Of course, they are more easily observed on high grade notes than on worn and 

soiled notes! 

This article focused on the vestigial lines that were inherited from the ABNC Original Series dies 

to tell that story. Mentioned also were the hidden stars added to the new $10 and $20 Series of 1882 master 

dies that were put into service in 1900. 

Probably far more important to variety collectors are readily distinguished variations of the Battle 

of Lexington vignette on the $20s, of which there are three as shown on Figure 9. Variety 2 occurs on 

ABNC die 1940, variety 1 on BEP 392, and variety 3 on BEP 2681. However, variety 1 vignettes were 

reentered over 2s, and vice versa, on worn plates so you can’t unambiguously deduce the master die used 

to make a variety 1 or 2 plate based on its vignette (Huntoon, 2006). 
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Figure 9. Varieties of the Battle of 

Lexington vignette as found on 

national bank notes. From left to 

right: variety 1 = no 75 above the 

foot of the wounded man, variety 2 

= weak 75, and variety 3 = bold 75. 

The blue ovals contain details 

common to varieties 1 and 3. The 

items in the red ovals are as found 

on variety 2. The arrow points to 

the white spot in the shading 

behind the 2 that is pronounced on 

variety 2. 
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This chapter is from The Encyclopedia of U. S. National Bank Notes published jointly by the National Currency 

Foundation (www.nationalcurrencyfoundation.com) and Society of Paper Money Collectors (www.spmc.org). 
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