
The Long “s” 
in National Bank Title Blocks 

ARCHAIC TRIVIA 

The long s [ſ]—which looks like a lowercase f without the crossbar—is an archaic form of a 

lowercase s. It formerly was used where the letter s occurred in the beginning or middle of a word, such as 

“ſinfulneſs” for “sinfulness.” A double s in the middle of a word also was written with a long s followed by 

a short s, such as “Miſsiſsippi” for “Mississippi.” 

The long s was derived from the old Roman lowercase s. It fell out of use in English and American 

professional printing well before the middle of the 19th century, although it lingered in handwriting into 

the second half of the century. 

WHY WE CARE 

Nick Bruyer brought the fact that he had acquired an ace from The Shelburne Falls National Bank, 

charter 1144, on which a long s was used in the abbreviation for Massachusetts in the postal location. I 

immediately pulled up the scans of the aces from David Bowers collection that he had generously sent years 

ago to see if there were others. His collection was particularly rich in Massachusetts aces, which was no 

surprise because so many banks in the state used them. I found five with the Maſs abbreviation out of the 

89 banks in his sample. 

Obviously, they weren’t common, but the form was used occasionally on early nationals. 

I then examined the Bureau of Engraving and Printing proofs for Massachusetts in the National 

Numismatic Collection to determine if the long s occurred on denominations other than $1s. Also, I wanted 

to determine if it was used in the Series of 1882. 

This search, although far from comprehensive, was rewarded with hits for all denominations except 

the $2, $5, $500 and $1000 denominations. As for the $5s, no state or its abbreviation was ever used in the 

postal locations on those notes. 

From other sources, I learned that The Kidder National Gold Bank of Boston didn’t have the variety 

on any of the notes printed for it; specifically, $50, $100, $500 and $1000 Original Series notes. 

There were some very interesting situations lurking in the BEP proofs. 

The most interesting is that I never found a long s on a $2, even when they occurred on the $1s on 

the same plate. 

Chapter L21 
by 

Peter Huntoon 

Figure 1. The archaic long s (Maſs) was used in the script postal location instead of Mass on this 

note from Holyoke, Massachusetts. 
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The long s was used on the same plate combination 

on both the Orig/1875 and 1882 plates for some banks. In 

contrast, it occurred only on an Orig/1875 proof for others, 

followed by Mass on the 1882 proof of the same plate 

combination. 

The big question is why was the obsolete form 

used at all. The answer probably is as simple as the fact that 

some people were still using the archaic form in their daily 

penmanship during the early national bank note era. I see 

plenty of examples in the Treasury ledger books from that 

era. Consequently, I suspect that the form that ended up on 

a given title block depended upon who wrote the plate 

orders or which engraver engraved the postal location on 

the dies used to make the plates. 

As for carryover to the Series of 1882 plates, in 

some cases the roll used to lay-in the postal location on 

1882 plates was the same as used to make the Orig/1875 

plates. You can rest assured that the siderographers who 

laid in the plates could have cared less which form was 

used. Certainly no one inspecting the plates during the 

certification process was concerned either. 

Massachusetts wasn’t the only state with a double 

s. There also was Missouri and Mississippi. I looked at 

the early proofs for those states as well, but didn’t find 

any with a long s abbreviation. 

At least the Massachusetts collectors have these 

curiosities to collect. 

As for me, the last thing in the world I ever 

expected to learn or worry about was an esoteric nuance 

like the origin and use of the long s in the English 

language. This is the wonder and benefit of collecting 

national bank notes. Mixing with people such as Nick 

Bruyer, who possess entirely different educations, 

interests and observational skills, opens such doors! 

Figure 2. The long s found its way onto Massachusetts $50 and $100 notes, and even was used 

as late as the Series of 1882 as revealed by the Series of 1882 proof for this Amherst bank. 

Figure 3. Detail from the 1-1-1-2 plate for The 

First National Bank of Amesbury, charter 

268, showing the mixed use of Maſs and Mass 

between the $1 and $2 subjects. 

Figure 4. Mafs was carried over from the 

Orig/1875 to the 1882 10-10-10-20 plate for this 

Northampton bank because the same roll was 

used to lay-in the postal location on both. 
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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). 

Figure 5. Maſs was used on the Orig/1875 series whereas 

Mass appeared on the 1882 series 10-10-10-20 plates for this 

Springfield bank. 
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