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PURPOSE 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the conventions that governed the lettering of subjects on 

large size national bank note face plates. It is important to differentiate between replacement, altered and 

reentered plates in order to determine when letters changed so the distinctions between these processes will 

be discussed. 

Incrementing the plate letters on replacement plates was a Bureau of Engraving and Printing 

innovation. Only two cases have been recognized where replacement national bank note face plates bore 

distinguishing markings made by the bank note companies. 

LETTERING CONVENTIONS 

Plate letters were always used on national bank note faces to differentiate between the subjects of 

the same denomination on a given plate. The sequential advancement of letters on replacement plates was a 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing innovation that commenced in 1878 during the Series of 1875. The 

following plate lettering conventions became standardized by the time the Series of 1882 was introduced. 

1. Each denomination had an independent lettering sequence. 
2. The lettering began at A for each denomination with the start of each new series for each 

bank. 
3. Lettering for a given denomination advanced sequentially down the plate, and then from 

plate to plate in the order in which the plates were made. 
4. Plate letters reverted to A when new plates were made when: (a) the bank title was 

changed as the result of a formal petition from the bankers and/or (b) an earlier charter 
number was reassigned to the bank. 

5. Plate letters were not changed on altered plates including: (a) Original Series to Series of 
1875 conversions, (b) changed manufacturer imprints, (c) territorial to state conversions, 
(d) addition of engraved signatures, (e) Comptroller-imposed title changes, or (f) title 
changes limited to the removal of the word “The.” 

6. Plate letters were advanced on existing Series of 1882 and Series of 1902 plates when 
they were altered to the “or other securities” variety with the introduction of the date 
back types in 1908. 

The important fact here is that each denomination used by a bank had its own lettering sequence. In 

cases where a given denomination appeared on different plate combinations in the same series, the letters 

for that denomination walked sequentially through all the plates in the order in which the plates were made. 

10-10-10-10 and 50-50-50-100 Series of 1882 and 1902 Plates 

Three standardized plate formats were made available to banks for use in the Series of 1882 and 

1902; specifically, 5-5-5-5, 10-10-10-20 and 50-100. 

The 10-10-10-10 combination was introduced on July 23, 1906 as an option that bankers could 

order. The purpose was to encourage the circulation of lower denomination notes, which were perceived by 

Treasury officials to be under represented (Ridgely 1906). 

The 50-50-50-100 was added to the mix during October 1910 in order to standardize the available 

plate sizes at four subjects. Use of 50-100 plates was discontinued by the end of November, and they were 

replaced with the new format. 

Both of these changes had to be accommodated by the plate numbering system, so you will see that 
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both, especially the 10-10-10-10, led to very interesting lettering sequences for particular banks. 

LETTERING SEQUENCE 

Plate lettering is particularly interesting for banks with huge circulations because many plates were 

required. Table 1 shows the lettering sequence for the 5-5-5-5 and 10-10-10-20 Series of 1902 plates for 

The First National Bank of the City of New York (29). Notice the progression of lettering styles as the 

alphabet was cycled: A, AA, A3, A4, etc. The subscript 2 was not used, rather the second pass through the 

alphabet utilized the double letter style. For convenience, the doubled letter or number are referred to as 

subscripts, however there is great variability in their placement next to the plate letters. 

Figure 1. Double 

plate letters were 

used during the 

second pass through 

the alphabet. 

Numbered letters 

were used during the 

third and higher 

passes through the 

alphabet. 

Table 1. Succession of plate letters on the Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 and 10-10-10-20 face plates
for The First National Bank of the City of New York, New York (29).

5-5-5-5:
A-B-C-D AA-BB-CC-DD A3-B3-C3-D3 A4-B4-C4-D4 A5-B5-C5-D5 A6-B6-C6-D6 A7-B7-C7-D7

E-F-G-H EE-FF-GG-HH E3-F3-G3-H3 E4-F4-G4-H4 E5-F5-G5-H5 E6-F6-G6-H6

I-J-K-L II-JJ-KK-LL I3-J3-K3-L3 I4-J4-K4-L4 I5-J5-K5-L5 I6-J6-K6-L6

M-N-O-P MM-NN-OO-PP M3-N3-O3-P3 M4-N4-O4-P4 M5-N5-O5-P5 M6-N6-O6-P6

Q-R-S-T QQ-RR-SS-TT Q3-R3-S3-T3 Q4-R4-S4-T4 Q5-R5-S5-T5 Q6-R6-S6-T6

U-V-W-X UU-VV-WW-XX U3-V3-W3-X3 U4-V4-W4-X4 U5-V5-W5-X5 U6-V6-W6-X6

10-10-10-20:
A-B-C-A AA-BB-CC-I A3-B3-C3-Q A4-B4-C4-AA A5-B5-C5-II

D-E-F-B DD-EE-FF-J D3-E3-F3-R D4-E4-F4-BB D5-E5-F5-JJ

G-H-I-C GG-HH-II-K G3-H3-I3-S G4-H4-I4-CC G5-H5-I5-KK

J-K-L-D JJ-KK-LL-L J3-K3-L3-T J4-K4-LL-DD J5-K5-L5-LL

M-N-O-E MM-NN-OO-M M3-N3-O3-U M4-N4-O4-EE M5-N5-O5-MM

P-Q-R-F PP-QQ-RR-N P3-Q3-R3-V P4-Q4-R4-FF P5-Q5-R5-NN

S-T-U-G SS-TT-UU-O S3-T3-U3-W S4-T4-U4-GG

V-W-X-H VV-WW-XX-P V3-W3-X3-X V4-W4-X4-HH
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In what is a measure of great financial prowess, The First National Bank of the City of New York 

(29), reached $5 Series of 1902 plate A7-B7-C7-D7, the highest format found on any plate. This plate was 

certified for use December 10, 1928. The last 5-5-5-5 delivery for the bank from the Bureau of Engraving 

and Printing to the Comptroller occurred on July 6, 1929, and ended with sheet serial B179083. The last 

sheet sent to the bank was B123785, yielding an astonishing total of 2,396,985 sheets of Series of 1902 

fives. Over 55,000 of the last of the sheets were not sent to the bank, so it appears that no notes from the 

A7-B7-C7-D7 plate got out, provided they were even printed. I have never seen one. 

*  Figure 2  * 

The highest format used on a 10-10-10-20 plate was P5-Q5-R5-NN for the same bank on a Series of 

1902 plate completed August 6, 1928. The last of that combination was delivered to the Comptroller July 1, 

1929, and bore serial A321021. The last issued to the bank was A300533, yielding a total of 1,731,253 

Series of 1902 10-10-10-20 sheets. 

Letter subscripts were used on Series of 1882 plates for a number of banks; however, the numerical 

subscripts were never reached in that series. We could have seen a Series of 1882 plate lettered A3-B3-C3-D3 

had The National Bank of Commerce in New York (733) required just one more Series of 1882 5-5-5-5 

plate! 

Notice from Table 1 how the lettering sequence usually did not include the full alphabet. The sixth 

format in the succession of 5-5-5-5 plates was U-V-W-X. The letters Y and Z were skipped so that the 

seventh format was AA-BB-CC-DD. Thus, the style of letting was homogeneous on the plate instead of the 

heterogeneous Y-Z-AA-BB. 

As shown on Table 1, the letters Y and Z also were avoided in successions of 10-10-10-20 plates. 

The eighth format in that succession was V-W-X-H. The letters Y and Z were skipped on the $10s on the 

ninth format, so the plate was lettered AA-BB-CC-I. Here, the styles of letters used on the $10s remained 

homogeneous, but notice that the $20 was consecutive from the preceding format. The 24th format was 

V3-W3-X3-X. The Y was not used on the $20 on the next plate. Rather, the Y and Z were once again skipped 

so the 25th format became A4-B4-C4-AA! 

Plate lettering was far more interesting when a large bank utilized a mix of 10-10-10-20 and 

10-10-10-10 plates. A good example involves the listing on Table 2 for the Series of 1882 plates for San 

Francisco (5105), a bank that had a title change. Notice for this bank that plate lettering reverted to A after 

the title change. More interesting, follow the progression of plate letters for the $10s and $20s through the 

succession of 10-10-10-20 and 10-10-10-10 plates. 

Figure 2. The highest plate letter used on a national bank plate was D7 on a Series of 1902 

plate for The First National Bank of the City of New York (29). Notes printed from the plate 

containing this subject may not have reached circulation, owing to not having been printed or 

being canceled at the end of the large note era. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian 

Institution photo. 
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USE OF Y AND Z 

The letters Y and Z were reached only on $10s, and only when a bank used just the right mix of 

10-10-10-10 and 10-10-10-20 plates. Only two Series of 1882 issuing banks had plates made with Y and Z 

position letters, both during their date back issues; specifically, The National Bank of Commerce in St. 

Louis (4178) and National Shawmut Bank of Boston (5155). Seven 1902-issuers received them in the 

Series of 1902; specifically, charters 104, 121, 733, 891, 1111, 1290 and 1370. This topic is treated in detail 

Table 2. Plate Letters on the Series of 1882 face plates for The Nevada
and The Wells Fargo Nevada National Banks of San Francisco,
California (5105). Notice how the plate letters on the $10 Subjects
thread through the 10-10-10-10 and 10-10-10-20 combinations.

5-5-5-5 10-10-10-10 10-10-10-20 50-100 Date Certified

The Nevada National Bank of San Francisco
Series of 1882 brown back face plates:

A-A Jan 22, 1898
A-B-C-A Jan 22, 1898

A-B-C-D Jun 21, 1900
D-E-F-B Aug 12, 1902

E-F-G-H Aug 19, 1902
I-J-K-L Oct  6, 1902

G-H-I-C Dec  7, 1904

The Wells Fargo Nevada National Bank of
A-B-C-D May 22, 1905

A-B-C-A May 23, 1905
E-F-G-H Jul  7, 1905

D-E-F-B Aug  9, 1905
G-H-I-J Sep 15, 1906
K-L-M-N Oct 11, 1907

Series of 1882 date back face plates:
I-J-K-L Sep 14, 1908

O-P-Q-C Sep 15, 1908
R-S-T-D Sep 14, 1908

U-V-W-X Sep 15, 1908
M-N-O-P Nov  8, 1908
Q-R-S-T Oct 29, 1909

AA-BB-CC-DD Oct 29, 1909

U-V-W-X Oct  9, 1912
AA-BB-CC-DD Sep 12, 1914

Series of 1882 value back face plates:
EE-FF-GG-HH Mar 28, 1916

EE-FF-GG-HH Mar 29, 1916
II-JJ-KK-LL Aug 30, 1916
MM-NN-OO-PP Mar 20, 1917

II-JJ-KK-LL Mar 22, 1917

The following Wells Fargo Nevada face plates were altered from brown to date
backs and relettered as shown:

Combination Brown Back Date Back

5-5-5-5 E-F-G-H I-J-K-L
10-10-10-10 K-L-M-N U-V-W-X
10-10-10-20 A-B-C-A O-P-Q-C
10-10-10-20 D-E-F-B R-S-T-D
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in the next chapter. 

Although theoretically possible, the letters Y and Z never were used in a 50-100/50-50-50-100 mix 

because no bank required the requisite number of plates. 

PLATE LETTERS 

Attractive, ornate letters were the standard on most first plates in the Original Series through Series 

of 1882. Early on, the styles of the plate letters found on some 10-10-10-10 and 20-20-20-20 plates differed 

to distinguish those combinations. The letters on the earliest 10-10-10-10 Original Series plates were 

oversize, and they were carried forward when those plates were altered into Series of 1875. Similarly, the 

lower left plate letters on some 20-20-20-20 Series of 1875 plates appear ghost like to distinguish notes 

from that combination. 

The letters on some early Series of 1875 10-10-10-10 and 10-10-10-20 replacement plates were 

italicized. Plain open letters were adopted for use on 10-10-10-20 Series of 1882 replacement plates. The 

plain letters also were used on all 10-10-10-10 Series of 1882 plates first introduced in 1906, and on all 

re-lettered 10-10-10-20 plates when the brown back face plates were altered it carry the “or other securities” 

security clause required for the date back faces. 

REPLACEMENT, ALTERED AND REENTERED PLATES 

The processes of replacing, altering and reentering plates must be distinguished in order to bring 

clarity to this discussion. 

Replacement plates were entirely new plates that were manufactured to replace worn plates, or 

plates that were purged for having inartistic title blocks. The plate letters on the various subjects on 

replacement plate were always advanced from those on previous plates beginning in 1878. 

Altered plates were existing plates on which design elements were changed. The rule for altered 

plates was that plate letters were left unchanged. However, there was one huge group of exceptions. 

Lettering of the subjects was advanced when Series of 1882 brown back and 1902 red seal faces were 

altered into their date back forms. 

Reentered plates were worn plates upon which design elements were repressed from rolls to 

Figure 3. Varieties of letters used on 

early series $10 and higher plates. Left 

column: (a) standard size plate letters 

used on most Series of 1882 and earlier 

plates, (b) oversize letters on the earliest 

10-10-10-10 Original Series plates, (c) 

italicized plate letters on early 

10-10-10-10 and 10-10-10-20 

replacement plates, (d) plain upright 

letters on Series of 1882 replacement 

plates. Right column: top is the standard 

plate letter used on most Series of 1882 

and earlier plates, bottom is a ghost-like 

plate letter used on some Series of 1875 

20-20-20-20 plates. 
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refurbish details. The plate letters on reentered plates were left unchanged, but occasionally moved slightly. 

REPLACEMENT PLATES 

The problem of worn plates plagued the national bank note printings from the beginning. Only two 

cases are known where special markings were used to identify Original Series replacement plates. 

The second 5-5-5-5 Original Series plate for The Tenth National Bank of the City of New York 

(307) has a small numeral 2 engraved under the lower right plate letter on all four subjects. It was prepared 

by the Continental Bank Note Company. 

Similarly, the second 1-1-1-2 for The Mechanics National Bank of the City of New York (1250) 

prepared by the American Bank Note Company has 2s next to the left plate letters on the $1s and both plate 

letters on the $2. 

The other Original Series replacement plates were duplicates down to the same plate letters. 

Figure 4. The number 2 was 

engraved below the lower right 

plate letters to distinguish the 

subjects on the Original Series 

5-5-5-5 replacement plate 

made for The Tenth National 

Bank of the City of New York, 

New York (307). 

Figure 5. A numbered Original Series replacement plate was made for The Mechanics National Bank of the 

City of New York (1250) that was altered into a Series of 1875 plate by the BEP. Left detail is of the numbered 

position letters on the left side of the $1s. Right detail is of the numbered position letters on the $2s. 
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The identification of replacement plate evolved once the Bureau of Engraving and Printing took 

over responsibility for making and maintaining the plates. The first replacement plates that were made by 

the Bureau to replace existing Series of 1875 plates had incremented plate letters and updated 

Scofield-Gilfillan signatures, that reveal that they were made after April 1, 1878. Advancing the plate 

letters was a Bureau of Engraving and Printing innovation. A good example is the E-F-G-H 5-5-5-5 Series 

of 1875 for The Second National Bank of Springfield, Massachusetts (181). It replaced an A-B-C-D with 

the Allison-New combination. 

Some replacement plates were prepared instead of altering worn Original Series plates into Series 

of 1875 plates. The 50-100 plate for the Gallatin National Bank of the City of New York (1324) is an 

example that was certified May 25, 1878 and carried Scofield-Gilfillan signatures and incremented B-B 

plate letters. 

The practice of updating signatures on replacement plates ceased during 1878. From then on, every 

key piece of information remained the same as on the previous plate, although the styles or positions of the 

various design elements could be changed or rearranged, and the bank note company imprint could be 

replaced with a Bureau imprint. The plate letters were variable items. 

The strictness with which Bureau employees adhered to advancing the plate letters is illustrated by 

a couple of glitches that converged on the same day. The $5 A-B-C-D Series of 1882 plate for The First 

National Bank of Michigan City, Indiana (2747), made in 1882, with a patented letter layout was replaced 

by a circus poster variety certified on January 22, 1887. The problem was that the new plate was lettered 

A-B-C-D, not E-F-G-H. This mistake was spotted, the letters were corrected by altering the plate, and the 

corrected plate was certified January 28, 1887. 

However, on January 28th, a replacement $5 Series of 1882 face for The National Shoe and Leather 

Bank of the City of New York (917) was submitted for approval that replaced another patented letter 

A-B-C-D plate made two years earlier. This replacement also was mis-lettered A-B-C-D. The error was 

caught immediately because everyone concerned was on the alert thanks to the Michigan City situation, and 

the plate was not certified. In fact, it was fixed and certified that very same day. The haste with which it was 

altered indicates that someone probably got an earful! 

ALTERED PLATES 

Alterations did not result in changes to the plate letters except when the Series of 1882 and 1902 

face plates were altered into the date back varieties by changing the security clause. 

The altering of plates was a very common cost-effective occurrence. Anything on the plate could be 

changed. The most interesting alteration order that I found was the following to the Bureau from 

Comptroller Knox, dated May 7, 1877. 
Please change the plate 5.5.5.5 prepared for The Farmers National Bank of Mattoon, Illinois, which plate 

was ordered to be prepared in letter from this office February 14, 1876, to “The Farmers National Bank of 

Platte City,” Platte City, Missouri. Transfer to bear date May 25, 1877, charter number 2356. 

There was no Farmers National Bank of Mattoon, Illinois. The original order was a mistake and the 

Comptroller was saving money by having the plate altered instead of having an entirely new one made. The 

point is that even wholesale alterations were undertaken and at the time were considered routine. 

Conversion to Series of 1875 

A common alteration was the conversion of Original Series plates into Series of 1875 forms. The 

alterations included changing the Treasury signatures, adding or removing manufacturer imprints, and 

extending vignettes to the borders. 

Replacing Imprints 

A common alteration was to replace the bank note company imprints with that of the Bureau on 

Series of 1875 and 1882 plates. Those alterations also involved removing the words “Printed at the Bureau, 

Engraving & Printing, U. S. Treasury Dept” from plates containing them. 

Territorial to State Conversions 

A common alteration in all series was the conversion of territorial plates into state plates. The state 

replaced the territorial designation, and the Treasury signatures and plate dates were updated. 
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Figure 6. When the replacement plate (center note) was made, it was mistakenly lettered A-B-C-D. 

The same error had just been made on a plate for Michigan City, Indiana. Notice from the 

certification dates that the plate was re-lettered the day the error was discovered! National 

Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution photos. 

8



Bank Signatures 

Engraved bank signatures were added to many Series of 1902 plates beginning in 1922. This 

alteration also involved removing the line under the signatures. 

Comptroller-Imposed Title Changes 

There were a few instances in the Series of 1882 and 1902 when the postal locations written in 

script in the title blocks were changed by means of mid-series Comptroller-imposed title changes to clarify 

the locations of banks. All accommodated changes in the name of the town. 

The Series of 1882 cases involved Mystic River/Mystic, Connecticut (645), Great 

Falls/Somersworth, New Hampshire (1183), North Auburn/Auburn, Nebraska (3343), New 

Tacoma/Tacoma, Washington Territory (2924) and Geneva/Lake Geneva, Wisconsin (3135). The 1902 

cases involved Allegheny/Pittsburgh (198 and 776). 

The existing plates were altered in all cases except for Mystic River/Mystic, Connecticut. The 

Mystic bank got new plates. On the others, the protocol followed was not to change the plate letters because 

the changes classified as an alteration to an existing plate with the single anomalous exception of the Series 

of 1902 10-10-10-20 plate for The First National Bank of Allegheny (198). The letters were advanced on 

that plate. 

Figure 7. A new title block and modernized will pay line was used on the replacement plate 

for The Putnam County National Bank of Carmel, New York (976). Insufficient numbers of 

notes of this type were issued from the bank to warrant replacing the first plate as a result of 

wear. The replacement plate was prepared in 1897 to replace a patented letter title block 

layout with an artistic layout. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution 

photos. 
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Table 3. Plate lettering for the Series of 1902 face plates for The First and Second
National Banks of Allegheny, Pennsylvania (198, 776) on which the post office
location was changed to Pittsburgh.

Script
Type 5-5-5-5 10-10-10-20 Location Date Certified Comment

First National Bank (198):
1902RS A-B-C-A Allegheny Feb 26, 1903 altered to D-E-F-B
1902DB D-E-F-B Allegheny Aug 24, 1908 altered to Pittsburgh G-H-I-C
1902DB G-H-I-C Pittsburgh Mar 15, 1909 letters should not advance
1902DB A-B-C-D Pittsburgh Mar 18, 1909 new plate

Second National Bank (776):
1902RS A-B-C-A Allegheny Jan  5, 1905 altered to D-E-F-B
1902DB D-E-F-B Allegheny Aug 25, 1908 altered to Pittsburgh D-E-F-B
1902PB A-B-C-D Allegheny Oct 31, 1917 altered to Pittsburgh A-B-C-D
1902PB A-B-C-D Pittsburgh Dec 20, 1917
1902DB D-E-F-B Pittsburgh Dec 20, 1917

Figure 8. The script location on the plate for The First National Bank of Allegheny, 

Pennsylvania (198), was altered by means of a Comptroller-imposed title change to show the 

new post office location after Allegheny was incorporated into Pittsburgh. The lettering was 

advanced on this plate despite the convention that letters should be left unchanged on altered 

plates. This is the only known case of advanced letters on an altered plate outside of “or other 

securities” alterations. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian Institution photos. 
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The Allegheny exception almost makes sense in the context of the times during which the alteration 

was carried out. The plate was originally made in 1903 as a red seal face lettered A-B-C-A. It was altered 

into a date back face in 1908, and re-lettered D-E-F-B. Bureau of Engraving and Printing personnel still 

were heavily involved in the date back conversions when the script Allegheny was changed to Pittsburgh in 

March 1909. Without drawing a distinction, they advanced the letters to G-H-I-C on the Pittsburgh plate as 

well. This is the only example I have seen where letters were advanced on an altered plate outside of the 

date back conversions. See Table 3. 

Removal of the Word “The” 

A few bankers dropped the word “The” from their titles, mostly following mergers. If such a title 

change occurred mid-series, the expedient way to handle the change was to simply alter the existing plates 

by removing “The” from them. 

Date Back Alterations 

The Emergency Currency Act of May 30, 1908, required that all Series of 1882 and 1902 face 

plates include the clause “or other securities.”  Approximately 10,000 plates were altered to comply with 

this act. The plate letters on those plates were advanced as they were altered. This represents the only 

situation when plate letters were supposed to change on altered plates. 

Table 4 shows the interesting result when the Series of 1882 brown back 10-10-10-20 A-B-C-A 

and 10-10-10-10 D-E-F-G plates for The First National Bank of Chickasha, Oklahoma (5431) were altered 

to their date back forms. The altered 10-10-10-20 was mis-lettered D-E-F-B. The letters D, E and F on the 

$10s had already been used on the 10-10-10-10 brown back plate. 

The error was discovered, so the $10 subjects on the plate were re-lettered L-M-N. Sufficient time 

had elapsed between the time the error was made and corrected to allow printings to have been made, but 

they weren’t. The 10-10-10-20 date back version of the plate never was sent to press. 

REENTERED PLATES 

Reentering was very common throughout the large size national bank note issues because it cost 

effectively prolonged the life of plates. Fundamental design elements often were modified during Series of 

1875 and 1882 reentries. Modifications included changing manufacturer imprints, using different 

engravings for the vignettes, and even updating the Treasury signatures for a short period in 1878. 

Reentry in the Series of 1902 mostly involved reentering the portraits because they were the first 

design element to exhibit wear. Typical Series of 1902 plates lasted for about 35,000 impressions. 

However, as one example, the Series of 1902 $5 plates for The First National Bank of the City of New York 

(29) averaged more than 60,000 impressions. Such high yields indicate that many of those plates were 

reentered, sometimes more than once. 

Table 4. Plate lettering error on a Series of 1882 date back
10-10-10-20 face plate for The First National Bank of
Chickasha, Oklahoma (5431).

10-10-10-20 10-10-10-10 Date Certified Comment

Indian Territory Series of 1882 brown back face plates:
A-B-C-A Aug 24, 1900

D-E-F-G Sep  8, 1906

Oklahoma Series of 1882 brown back face plates:
A-B-C-A Jan 28, 1908 altered to D-E-F-B

D-E-F-G Jan 28, 1908 altered to H-I-J-K

Oklahoma Series of 1882 date back face plates:
H-I-J-K Dec 12, 1908

D-E-F-B May 14, 1909 $10s mislettered
L-M-N-B Aug  4, 1909 $10s relettered
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Figure 9. This Chickasha Series of 1882 brown back 10-10-10-20 plate was mis-lettered 

D-E-F-B when it was altered into a date back, because D-E-F-G already had been used on 

a 10-10-10-10 brown back plate. The $10s had to be re-lettered L-M-N as shown. Neither 

the mis-lettered nor corrected plate was used. National Numismatic Collection, 

Smithsonian Institution photos. 
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 Figure 10. The first and third titles for this Buffalo, New York, bank were identical. A 

new plate was made for each title, so these three notes—all from the C plate position—are 

from different plates. Notice that the plates for the first and third titles were identical in 

every respect! Photos courtesy of Heritage Auction Archives. 
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IDENTICAL SERIES OF 1902 PLATES 

The convention of copying the plate date from the most recent plate onto new title plates, which 

went into effect April 12, 1919, led to the manufacture of a few totally identical Series of 1902 face plates. 

Here is how this happened. 

In cases where there were multiple title changes from 1919 forward, the pre-1919 date on the early 

plate was propagated forward onto all the new plates. Consequently, if the bank readopted the same title as 

appeared on the pre-1919 plate, the new plate had the same: (1) title, (2) plate date and (3) Treasury 

signatures. Plate lettering also would start at A for each denomination because the convention was to restart 

lettering with the advent of a new title. 

The only variable could be the wording in the security clause. Post-April 1919 plates utilized 

“deposited with the U. S. Treasurer” rather than “or other securities.”  The only way the pre-1919 plate 

could have a Adeposited with the U. S. Treasurer@ security clause would for it to have been a red seal face 

made prior to May 30, 1908, or a blue seal face made after June 30, 1915. 

Two questions arise: (1) did all of these factors, including the same security clause, converge, and 

(2) if they did, how were the new plates handled? Everything did align for two banks: Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania (539) and Buffalo, New York (11768). In each case, the first and third titles were identical. 

Bureau personnel used the pre-1919 plates bearing the common title as models and duplicated every detail 

when making the new plates. 

The first use of The Philadelphia National Bank (539) title occurred on the Series of 1902 red seal 

5-5-5-5 A-B-C-D and 10-10-10-20 A-B-C-A face plates in 1904. One would expect the Bureau personnel 

to reuse the old plates in 1928, but this was impossible because they had been destroyed. New plates had to 

be prepared. Printings for the first and third titles respectively involved red seals and blue seal plain backs, 

making for colorful matched pairs. 

The case of the duplicate use of The Community National Bank of Buffalo (11768) title is even 

more interesting. The first Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 A-B-C-D and 10-10-10-20 A-B-C-A plates were made 

for that bank in 1920 upon being chartered. The title was changed to the Community-South Side National 

Bank in 1925, and back to The Community National Bank in 1926. Plates were made for each of these 

titles, and plate lettering began at A for each denomination. The plates bearing the first and third titles were 

identical in every respect. All were used to print Series of 1902 blue seal plain backs. 

MULTIPLE PLATE USAGE FOR LARGE BANKS 

The demand for notes for the largest banks was so great that more than one plate of a given 

combination was in use at the same time. An example involves the Series of 1882 brown back and date back 

issues for The Nevada National Bank of San Francisco. Notice from Table 2 that two 10-10-10-20 plates 

were altered into date back plates in 1908, revealing that both were in active use at that time. Consequently, 

it is possible to find pairs of notes from the same plate combination on which the plate letters appear to be 

out of order relative to the serial numbers. 

David Grant showed me a pair of $5 Series of 1902 plain backs from The National Bank of 

Commerce in St. Louis (4178) that carry serials 763447 and 785878, respectively from positions D3 and Xx 

on the 13th and 12th 5-5-5-5 plates. Obviously those two plates were on the presses at the same time. 

OUT-OF-ORDER USAGE OF PLATES 

Robert Kvederas showed me a case where the Series of 1902 5-5-5-5 plate letters for The Textile 

National Bank of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (7522) followed this progression: (1) plate A-B-C-D for red 

seals from 1905-1908; (2) altered plate E-F-G-H for blue seal date backs 1908-1914, (3) replacement plate 

I-J-K-L for blue seal date and plain backs 1914-1924, and finally (4) E-F-G-H again for the blue seal plain 

backs 1924 to 1929. 

The proofs revealed that when the I-J-K-L plate showed wear in 1924, the old E-F-G-H plate was 

reentered instead and restored to service. The result was out of sequence lettering relative to the serial 

numbers on the late blue seal plain backs. This phenomenon occurs in the issues for other banks as well, but 

it is unusual. 
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CONVENTION WENT OUT THE WINDOW 

A Comptroller-imposed title change caused a particularly unusual situation to occur with the 

5-5-5-5 and 10-10-10-20 Series of 1882 plates for The Mystic River National Bank, Mystic River, 

Connecticut (645). Mystic River lost its post office in 1887, then it location was renamed West Mystic, and 

the post office in Mystic Bridge that served it after 1887 was renamed Mystic in 1890. The Comptroller=s 

clerks imposed a title change in 1899 to reflect all of this! The script post office location of Mystic River 

was accordingly changed to Mystic. 

Breaking with tradition, they ordered new plates to reflect the change, instead of simply having 

Mystic River changed to Mystic in the postal location on the existing plates. The plate letters on the old 

plates would not have been changed had they been altered. 

The imposed title change in effect was being treated as a formal title change. With new plates being 

prepared to mark the event, plate lettering should have started over at A for each denomination. This didn’t 

happen. The letters on the new plates were respectively advanced to E-F-G-H and D-E-F-B on the 5-5-5-5 

and 10-10-10-20 plates. 

The lettering treated the plates as replacement plates. The letters on them were totally out of 

character for new plates made to reflect a formal title change or for altered plates to reflect a 

Comptroller-imposed title change. The outcome simply was strange and unprecedented! 

Figure 11. Normally a Comptroller imposed title change to update the postal location would 

have been handled by altering Mystic River to Mystic on the plate (top) with no change in the 

plate letters. Instead, a new plate was ordered as if the change was formally requested by the 

bankers, which would have caused lettering to start over (bottom). Neither protocol was 

followed in this interesting instance. National Numismatic Collection, Smithsonian 

Institution photos. 
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SUMMARY 

Plate letters were used on national bank notes in order to distinguish between subjects of the same 

denomination on a sheet. Original Series replacement plates were prepared by the bank note companies and 

were virtually identical to those that they replaced right down to the use of identical plate letters. The 

sequential advancement of plate letters on replacement plates was a Bureau of Engraving and Printing 

innovation that commenced in 1878 within the Series of 1875. 

Plates were commonly altered in order to display new information. The convention was not to 

change plate letters on altered plates, the one exception being that lettering was advanced on Series of 1882 

and 1902 face plates when the securities clause was altered so they could be used to print date backs. 

The plate letters were left as was when plates were reentered. 
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