
Why $5 1882-5 Vintage 

Brown Back Faces were 

Purged 

OVERVIEW 

The lettering in the earliest title blocks on the $5 Series of 1882 national bank notes was engraved 

using the patented lettering process described in the previous chapter. The Bureau engravers created 

numerous distinctive fonts from which they transferred needed letters one at a time onto title block dies or 

directly onto printing plates. The letters could be and were superimposed on other engraved work such as 

the tombstones used in national bank title blocks. 

The patented lettering technology was widely used between 1882 and 1885 to create the title blocks 

on the new Series of 1882 $5s, but this work was halted. Beginning in 1887, and continuing over succeeding 

decades, many of the plates with title blocks made using the technology were purged and replaced. 

We wouldn’t know much about these layouts on the $5 Series of 1882 notes, or the reasons they 

were phased out, except for a letter inspired by a jealousy that developed in the hearts of some bankers in 

north central Kansas sometime around the beginning of 1888. This is that story and the insights that flow 

from it. 

INFERIOR LAYOUTS 

The following letter from Edward O. Graves, Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to J. 

Abrahams, Deputy Comptroller of the Currency, dated April 25, 1888, nicely explains the motivation 

behind this rash of replacements. 
I am in receipt of your letter of the 24th instant in-closing, with the request that I will inform you whether 

its wish can be complied with, a letter from the Peoples National Bank of Clay Center, Kansas, No. 3345, 

asking if a change in the character of the title on its plate can be made so as to remedy its excessive 

plainness, and stating that a similar favor has been accorded the First National Bank of that place; No. 

3072. The letter of the Peoples National Bank is herewith returned with the information that the change in 

the plate of the First National Bank was made for the reason that the engraving of the title on its former 

plate was inferior and inartistic, being produced by the patent lettering process, and that a new plate 

engraved in a more artistic style was prepared, not as a favor to the bank, but for the credit of this Bureau. 

This course has been pursued at the discretion of the officers of the Bureau to the extent that the state of 

the work permitted with those national bank notes plates on which the lettering was conspicuously inferior. 

As the Peoples National Bank does not fall within this category, I would not feel warranted in having a 

new plate prepared for it. In any event, it would not be desirable to have the titles of two banks in the same 

town engraved in the same style (Bureau of Engraving and Printing, various dates). 

CLAY CENTER ENVY 

As the illustrations show, the replacement plate for The First National Bank of Clay Center was a 

spectacular circus poster. The subjects on the plate were lettered E-F-G-H, and it was made in September 

1887 to replace the patented letter A-B-C-D plate dating from 1883. It was certified for use September 27th. 

The patented lettering in the title block of the plate that it replaced is a classic-looking example of that 

technology. 

The BEP Director Graves made it clear that they weren’t going to replace the plate for the 

competing Peoples National Bank. The reason was that the title blocks on the Peoples’ plate were not made 

using the patented lettering technology. The officers of the Peoples National Bank couldn’t know this fact, 

they just saw their notes paled in comparison to those coming out the front door of the bank down the street! 

Whether the explanation for the Bureau’s recalcitrance was forwarded to the president J. B. Quinby 

and cashier F. H. Head at The Peoples National Bank by the Deputy Comptroller is unknown. It wouldn’t 

have made any difference; those bankers felt seriously slighted each time people in town contrasted their 

staid notes to those now being issued by the First! 
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THE POLITICS OF THE TIMES 

The workmanship at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing was under intense fire in the early-to 

mid-1880s. Discontent had been building since 1875, when the work for producing national bank notes 

Figure 1. When The First National Bank suddenly began to receive spectacular circus 

poster $5s, the officers of The Peoples National Bank down the street wanted better looking 

notes as well! They didn’t get any, but the correspondence over the matter provides us with 

significant insights into why certain title block layouts were purged! National Numismatic 

Collection, Smithsonian Institution photos. 

2



began to be taken away from the private bank note companies and turned over to the Bureau. 

The criticism reaching Congressmen, and others in influential positions, generated considerable 

heat for the BEP. The primary source for the discontent was lobbying by the private bank note companies, 

which no longer were getting government contracts to design, engrave and print national bank notes. They 

enlisted their engravers and other employees to participate in these attacks. The last of their contracts had 

terminated in 1877, causing bitter and deep resentments within the engraving industry. The work lost by 

the bank note companies to the Bureau was compounded by the loss of other huge government security 

printing contracts, including revenue stamps, during the same period. 

The faces and centers of the backs of the $5 Series of 1882 were the first national bank notes to 

circulate that were designed and engraved entirely by Bureau of Engraving and Printing personnel. The 

result was that the $5s were specifically targeted. A primary focal point for dismissive commentary was the 

patented lettering in the title blocks. 

Newly appointed BEP Director Edward O. Graves wrote the following in his 1885 annual report 

(Graves, 1885, p. 312-313). 
The artistic quality of much of the work produced by the Bureau is unsatisfactory. Most of the securities 

engraved of late years have been largely made up of a patented lettering, which is stiff, inartistic, and 

unsuited to work of the quality required for the securities of the Government. A great amount of money 

has been expended in the preparation of alphabets and numerals by the patented process. The introduction 

of surface or relief printing from steel dies in the place of printing from steel plates has also impaired the 

quality of the work. It will be the aim hereafter to discard as rapidly as possible these inferior processes, 

and to replace the securities produced by them with work of the first quality from new and artistic designs. 

Bureau personnel responded in two significant ways. First, they simply borrowed title blocks from 

the $5 Original Series, transferring the work from the old title block dies or rolls to the new series when 

banks were extended. They also constructed title blocks for new banks by borrowing needed lines of text 

from various old dies and rolls. How could the bank note company engravers fault their own work! 

The Bureau engravers began to produce their own hand-engraved title blocks in late 1885. The 

early efforts were modest, but the momentum of this effort led to the rollout of ever improving products. 

Soon the BEP engravers began to labor in-house to surpass themselves. 

The contracts were not going back to the bank note companies, primarily owing to cost savings. 

Gradually, a new order set in as the Bureau started to become a key player in the engraving industry, despite 

the fact that it was a child of the government. 

Lavish circus poster and Princess Leia layouts arrived in December 1886. These works-of-art 

surpassed anything done previously at the bank note companies, and made exceptional use of the large 

canvas afforded by the new fives. One baroque layout was produced about this time that was deemed so far 

over the top, it never was used on a note! Fortunately, the design survives in proof form. 

Figure 2. Mockup of the baroque title block layout that was designed in the mid-1880s for 

the $5 Series of 1882 notes but never used. 
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Notable title block innovations continued to gestate. The cigar box labels arrived in the late 1880s, 

the shingled layouts in 1896. 

REPLACEMENT PROGRAM 

The purging of plates with patented letter layouts seems to have flourished in the 1887-1890 period 

followed by a lull in 1890-1891, as the glut of 1889-1890 territorial-to-state alterations took priority for 

Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho, Wyoming, and belatedly, Colorado. Some purging continued 

sporadically after 1891 as resources permitted and continued at least through late-1903 based on approval 

Figure 3. David Sundman discovered the three layout varieties for this Charlestown, New 

Hampshire, bank while studying certified proofs from New Hampshire. No notes were 

printed from the third. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution photos. 
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dates on replacement proofs, but the program lost its fervor. 

The succession of replacement plates incorporated the latest available layouts as the replacement 

program unfolded. Many of the early replacement plates utilized the showcase circus poster layouts, with 

Clay City being a case in point. But even the use of circus posters was abandoned by the end of 1887 as 

successive waves of new preferences came on line. 

IRONY 

In general, the patented lettering layouts have a very quaint look that seems to epitomize the popular 

Figure 4. Robert Moon (2004) discovered the three layout varieties for this Albany, New 

York, bank by observing issued notes. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian 

Institution photos. 
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gingerbread Victorian artistic tastes in vogue during the early-1880s. They are highly sought because of 

this, and, in fact, many were very creatively fashioned, distinctive and aesthetically pleasing. Ironically, 

some that were replaced by circus posters are now considered to be among the most spectacular of the 

genre! 

Pairs of notes from the same bank— the first made using the patented lettering technology and the 

second the replacement—are highly prized. The challenge usually is to find the patented lettered variety 

because there was severe attrition of those earlier notes. 

REPLACEMENTS FOR OTHER LAYOUTS 

Once the idea of replacing poor or obsolete-looking layouts gained traction, the practice spread to 

the other layouts. Consequently, the replacing of inferior layouts was not confined to patented letter layouts, 

or even to the $5s. Some truly unimaginatively engraved $5 title blocks made in the late-1880s were 

rightfully replaced. Aesthetically improved replacements can be found for every denomination used in the 

Series of 1882. 

THREE LAYOUTS FOR ONE BANK 

Three banks are known to have gotten three different title block layouts, The National Bank of 

Commerce in New York, New York (733), The Connecticut River National Bank of Charlestown, New 

Hampshire (537), and The National Exchange Bank of Albany, New York (3282). In all cases, the second 

plate was a replacement for a patented letter plate. 

The third was a modernization made at the discretion of the Bureau. In the cases of the Charleston 

and Albany banks, the third layout replaced homely predecessors! 

The National Bank of Commerce in New York required numerous $5 plates, and that case is 

profiled in detail in the chapter devoted to its Series of 1882 issues. 

The Charleston, New Hampshire, case has an unusual twist in that three plates were made for the 

bank in 1884, 1887 and 1899, but no printings were required from the third. A 10-10-10-20 was made for 

the bank in 1900, when the Act of March 14, 1900, capped the issuance of $5s to a third of the outstanding 

circulation of a bank. The resulting use of the higher denominations allowed the existing supply of available 

$5s to stretch until the bank was extended in 1904. The changeover bank sheet serial numbers between the 

first and second layouts were 4000/4001. 

The three plates for the Albany bank were made in 1885, 1887 and 1903. Notes from all three were 

issued. The changeover serials between them were 3250/3251 and 17600/17601. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

The Clay Center episode has great numismatic significance to collectors of $5 Series of 1882 

national bank notes. Graves’ letter tells the story. You can imagine my delight when I found it! 

What we now know to be title blocks made using the patented letting process are avidly sought 

because they are such period pieces. Generally, they are scarce. 

The purging of the plates carrying those early layouts nicely explains why new plates were made 

for banks with small $5 issuances. The earlier plate didn’t wear out or become damaged, it was deemed 

inartistic and purged! 
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