
Plate Errors 
on National Bank Plates and Notes 

PURPOSE 

Among the most spectacular errors in paper money are the mistakes that were made on the intaglio 

printing plates. These are not printing errors caused by mechanical or operator glitches during the 

production of the notes, they are fundamental flaws on the plates themselves. We discovered several while 

sorting the large size national bank note proofs made at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing that are now 

in the National Numismatic Collection in the Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution. A 

surprising number of the errors that we found reached circulation in the form of notes printed from 

uncorrected plates. 

The purpose of this section is to bring the most spectacular of these to your attention and provide 

as much information about their fates as I was able to develop. 

REPAIRS 

The repair of large-size national bank note plates was not a major challenge because most, if not 

all, of them were not hardened. They didn’t need to be hardened because the number of impressions required 
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Figure 1. Pair of $5 Series of 1882 proofs for The Old Colony National Bank of Plymouth, 

Massachusetts (996), showing the title error and corrected version. Can you see it on the top 

proof? 1,000 sheets, 4,000 notes, with the error were put into circulation. 
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of them generally was modest. Each typically could produce between 20,000 and 30,000 impressions before 

wear became a problem. 

Consequently, when a mistake was encountered, the repair generally involved burnishing off the 

problem from the plate and transferring in the appropriate correction from a component die using traditional 

roll transfer technology. Adjacent or overlapping design elements damaged in the process also might have 

to be reentered to complete the fix. 

If the error resulted from an engraving mistake on a component die, such as an incorrect spelling, 

a new component die had to be engraved, the image lifted from the die on a new roll, and then that image 

transferred as many times as needed to the plate to make the repair. 

On the other hand, if the problem could be repaired using existing rolls, such as swapping out an 

incorrect line in a title block or repairing a damaged element, all that was required was to retrieve the 

appropriate roll and transfer or reenter the desired element onto the plate. 

When we talk about so-called engraving errors on printing plates, generally what we in truth are 

looking at are errors that were made on component dies that were inadvertently transferred to the plate. In 

essence, then, most of the errors that will be described are, in fact, transfer errors. 

There are several common types of transfer errors that we have observed that involve missing or 

superfluous words such as an omitted “The” or an added “of” in a bank name, or a wrong plate letter, plate 

date or Treasury signature. Those errors are not treated here, instead they are documented as oddities in the 

chapters dealing with those particular design elements. This chapter is reserved for the truly exotic and most 

spectacular errors that were made! 

PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS (996) 

Read the bank title on the top proof in the Plymouth pair on Figure 1. 

Didn’t get it? Try again, but this time read more slowly and carefully. 

The plate containing this fabulous error was made in February 1885. A proof from it was submitted 

to the Director of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing for certification, and he certified it for use on 

February 12. 

The best part is that the plate went to press, and sheets containing the error were issued to the bank. 

The first and only printing with the error was received at the Comptroller of the Currency’s office 

on March 9, 1885. One thousand sheets were in that order bearing Treasury sheet serial numbers B283422-

B284421, and bank sheet serials 1-1000. They were needed immediately, so the first were shipped to the 

bank that very day. 

When or who discovered the error is unknown, but after it was, someone wrote “of of” next to the 

entry for the shipment in the Comptroller’s receipts ledger. It is entirely possible that the receiving clerk 

spotted it on the day that it arrived, although we will never know. 

The plate wasn’t fixed until November 25th, nine months later. The next shipment of sheets arrived 

in the Comptroller’s office on December 28, 1885. It consisted of sheets D429238-D429737, 1001-1500. 

The bottom photo is a subject from the proof lifted from the corrected plate. 

Despite knowing of the mistake, and having corrected sheets on hand, the Comptroller’s clerks 

continued to issue the error sheets until January 14, 1886, when the stock of them was depleted. 

A total of 24,831 sheets of $5 Series of 1882 brown backs were issued from the bank between 1885 

and 1905, the error representing the first 4 percent of the total. During the same period, 9,980 sheets of the 

10-10-10-20 combination also were issued. Most were replacements for notes that wore out in circulation 

because the circulation of a typical bank turned over every three years. That fact is not good news for the 

survival of the errors. 

The error was not an engraving error. Rather it was a transfer error. “NATIONAL BANK OF” and 

the extra “of” were available on existing rolls, and they were used to lay in the faulty title. 

Smithsonian Volunteer Kathleen Kimball found this error in September 2000, while helping to sort 

the proofs. Her eye was drawn to a written notation in the bottom margin of what appeared to be a duplicate 

5-5-5-5 Series of 1882 A-B-C-D proof for the bank. This was a red flag. Written was: “Word ‘of’ above 

‘Plymouth’ erased Nov. 25, 1885.”  Needless the say, all work stopped as everyone present gathered 

around to enjoy the find! 
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PROCTORSVILLE, VERMONT (1383) 

The approval dates on two proofs for a 10-10-10-20 Series of 1882 brown back face plate prepared 

for The National Black River Bank of Proctorsville, Vermont (1383), were one day apart, June 5 & 6, 1885, 

yet they were both from the A-B-C-A plate. This was a red flag! 

When this pair came together while I was sorting the Vermont proofs in the summer of 2000, all 

work ceased. I couldn’t see anything. Finally, I noticed the tiny hand that someone had carefully drawn on 

the $20 that pointed to the problem. 

The script version of Proctorsville is misspelled 

Proctersville on all four subjects! Someone at the Bureau 

of Engraving and Printing with a keen eye had spotted this 

one after the proof was certified during the plate 

certification process. This was an engraving error on a die 

that was picked up on a roll and then transferred to the 

plate. 

Figure 2. $20 Series of 1882 brown back proof for Proctorsville, Vermont (1383), showing the 

misspelled script Proctersville. The tipoff that there was a problem was finding two proofs 

made a day apart. The hand pointed to the error! 

Figure 3. The contemporary hand points to the error on the 

proof! 
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The presence of the second proof dated just one day later reveals that the error was caught just after 

the plate was approved, and was repaired immediately. No errors were printed from it, depriving us of a 

most unusual engraving error that no one would ever notice! 

PEIRCE CITY, MISSOURI (4225) 

It wasn’t hard to see the word ERROR scrawled boldly and diagonally across all four subjects on 

the $5 Series of 1882 A-B-C-D proof for The Peirce City National Bank, Missouri (4225). What was hard 

for me to see was that the e and i in Peirce had been transposed in all the title and script locations. The proof 

containing the misspelling was approved March 7, 1890. 

The error was not caught until the first printing of error sheets had been delivered to the 

Comptroller’s office on March 29, 1890. The shipment contained sheets H900978-H901602, 1-625. Written 

next to this entry was “Misprinted–cancelled.” 

The plate was corrected, and the corrected version approved April 1, 1890. A duplicate shipment 

on April 11, 1890, was penned into the Comptroller’s receipts ledger with identical bank and Treasury sheet 

serial numbers. 

The town was incorporated May 23, 1870, being named after Andrew Peirce, vice president of the 

Atlantic and Pacific Railway, not after Franklin Pierce, the 14th president of the United States (Brown, 

1970). No one, it seems, could agree on the correct spelling or get it right on documents. Expediency 

prevailed sometime after the turn of the century, so at least the post office began spelling it Pierce City 

although the bank didn’t. The listing for the bank was changed to Pierce City beginning with the 1918 

Figure 4. Pair of $5 Series of 1882 proofs for The Peirce City National Bank, Missouri (4225), 

showing the misspelled and corrected versions on the $5 Series of 1882 5-5-5-5 A-B-C-D plate. 

None of the errors reached circulation. 
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annual report of the Comptroller of the Currency, although the old spelling continued to be used on official 

correspondence to the bank and on national bank notes through the end of the 1929 series (Deierling, 2003). 

FINLEY, NORTH DAKOTA (7324) 

The detail of the lower left corner of the D position $5 on the Series of 1902 red seal proof for 

Finley, North Dakota, reveals the presence of a floating image of the charter number (7324) straddling the 

border. The transfer press operator accidentally laid in the extra charter number as he was transferring the 

number from a roll into the spaces provided for them. 

A proof was made, and it was certified on July 21, 1904. I spotted the floating transfer because it 

is circled on the proof. However, there is no notation on the proof as to when the error was found, or when 

or if it was fixed. The first shipment of sheets printed from the plate was sent to the bank on August 11, 

1904, containing, of course, the number 1 red seal sheet. 

The next definitive item in the record is a proof of the Series of 1902 date back plate approved 

February 27, 1909. This is the same plate, modified by changing the security clause and plate letters to E-

F-G-H. The error does not appear on this proof, so it was either corrected long before, or repaired when the 

plate was modified into a date back face in 1909. 

It is possible that the error was not caught until the plate was modified in 1909, in which case, all 

the 300 red seal sheets sent to the bank contain the error. More likely it was fixed before any were issued. 

Good luck in finding an example to examine! 

Correcting this type of error was not a difficult proposition. The unwanted image had to be removed 

from the plate, and that area of the plate had to be reentered using the available full-face roll. 

I have never seen this type of error before on any type of currency. Major errors are known in U.S. 

Figure 5. $5 Series of 1902 red 

seal proof for Finley, North 

Dakota (7324), showing the 

extraneous transfer of its 

charter number straddling the 

lower left border. 
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stamps, such as a subject bearing the wrong denomination having been rolled into the middle of a sheet, 

but nothing as unusual as this floating transfer. 

OXNARD, CALIFORNIA (9481) 

Lot 4413: 

Oxnard, Calif. $20.00–1902-1908. The First National Bank. 3rd charter. Blue seal. 

Regional letter P, one of the most outstanding errors ever made on a piece of United States 

paper currency. It is easily the rarest specimen of all the errors known to exist. In this 

instance the engraver cut the name of Chas. H. Treat, Treasurer of the United States in the 

proper place at right and again at the left where the Register’s name should appear. Thus 

the name of Mr. Treat appears in two places and the name of Mr. Vernon, the Register, is 

missing entirely. (In all probability it should have had Vernon’s name because the note was 

dated during his term). This is the only note which does not bear the names of the two 

proper officials known to exist. This is purely an error in the engraving plate and is a human 

and not a mechanical mistake. A priceless rarity which should provide an unusual thrill for 

its potential owner. The note is well preserved and should bring a good price. Abt. Ex. fine. 

($225.00) 

Catalogue of the “Original” Celebrated 

Albert A. Grinnell Collection of 

United States Paper Currency, 1944-6. 

Figure 6. Bottom two subjects from the certified proof from the 10-10-10-20 Series of 1902 

date back plate for The First National Bank of Oxnard, California (9481), showing duplicate 

Treat signatures on the $20 subject. 
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The note that Albert Grinnell found so intriguing, and for which cataloguer Barney Bluestone 

devoted so much ink, sold for $230, $5 over estimate. That premium signaled serious appreciation by a 

bidder at the sale. The note has since disappeared into private hands. Nevertheless, the record of its existence 

enthralls everyone who reads about it. 

The error was created when the siderographer accidentally used the roll, or the wrong image on the 

roll, as he attempted to lay in Vernon=s signature onto the $20 subject. The plate was approved for use 

August 10, 1909, whereupon it was placed in service and used periodically through the end of April, 1911. 

The last printings from it with the error were Series of 1902 date back sheets 2801 through 3600, that were 

delivered to the Comptroller on May 2, 1911. 

There is no record of who discovered the error, or when, but the plate was fixed a year after sheet 

3600 was printed, and it was recertified for use May 9, 1912. Someone in the Bureau crossed an x through 

the incorrect signature on the original proof! 

The first printing without the error was delivered to the Comptroller’s office on May 19, 1913, a 

year after the corrected plate was recertified. That shipment contained sheets 3601 through 3900. However, 

error sheets continued to be sent to the bank for the next three years even though error-free sheets now were 

on hand. Sheet 3600 was shipped October 13, 1916, over four years after the repair. It is obvious that the 

clerks in the Comptroller’s office didn’t consider the error to be serious. For the sake of economy, they 

simply continued to issue them. 

SMYRNA, DELAWARE (2336) 

One of the most unusual errors made on a national plate is the one pictured here from the 10-10-

10-20 Series of 1902 plate for The Fruit Growers National Bank of Smyrna, Delaware (2336). Notice that 

the left charter number in the lower border of the C position $10 is 2339, not 2336. 

Figure 7. The siderographer rolled in the wrong charter number in the lower border of the C 

position $10. Several charter numbers were on the roll and he dialed in the wrong one for this 

position. 
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Several charter numbers were engraved on the same flat die, and after it was hardened, a transfer 

roll was made from it. The roll was then used to transfer the numbers to the appropriate printing plates. In 

this unusual case, the transfer press operator accidentally rolled the wrong charter number onto the printing 

plate in just one location. 

The plate was approved for use on May 16, 1916, and was used to print 870 sheets before the error 

was discovered in 1920. The last shipment with the error was delivered to the Comptroller’s office 

December 23, 1919, and contained sheets 711 to 870. By the time the plate had been repaired, and recertified 

September 29, 1920, 801 of the error sheets had already been sent to the bank. The most recent shipment 

with sheet 796 through 801 was sent eleven days before the plate was fixed. 

The Comptroller’s clerks continued to ship the remaining 69 error sheets to the bank, the last being 

sent January 26, 1921. None of the 870 errors have been reported. 

Ultimately, 4,227 Series of 1902 plain back 10-10-10-20 sheets were issued before the title was 

changed to The Fruit Growers National Bank and Trust Company on December 1, 1925. Another 2631 

sheets bore the second title. 

I stumbled onto this error in May, 1997. After spending a day studying proofs, I found I had a free 

half hour before closing time. The small holding of Delaware seemed about right to occupy those minutes. 

Leafing through the proofs, I noticed “Error in charter number corrected Sep 29, 1920” in the left margin 

with a line leading to the corrected number on a second proof lifted from the plate to prove the correction. 

PULLMAN, WASHINGTON (4699) 

Your eyes are not deceiving you. The word CASHIER flagged on the A position of this $5 Series 

Figure 8. Top two notes from the $5 Series of 1902 proof for The First National Bank of 

Pullman, Washington (4699), showing that “cashier” is misspelled on the A-subject. The error 

was made when engraved signatures were added to the plate in 1926. 
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of 1902 face plate is misspelled CASIHER. This is one of the greatest plate errors I have ever seen. 

The error was the result of an order submitted by the officers of The First National Bank of Pullman, 

Washington (4699), to have the engraved signatures of F. C. Forrest, president, and H. B. Thompson, 

cashier, added to their $5 Series of 1902 plate. The $5 A-B-C-D plate, which was originally made in 1911 

without the misspelling, was altered to accommodate the signatures. 

The error occurred when the letters HI in CASHIER were damaged as the line above the word 

cashier was being removed or when the new signatures were being transferred onto the plate from a roll. 

The transfer operator retrieved a roll with the word CASHIER to repair the plate, but in the process mounted 

it onto the transfer press backwards so that it faced the wrong direction. Thus, it was positioned to apply 

the word CASHIER upside down onto the plate. 

He then carefully aligned the left side of upside-down H on the roll over the damaged I on the plate. 

Finally, by partially turning the roll backward across the word CASHIER, he rolled in the upside-down H 

and I on the roll over the damaged I and H on the plate so that the two letters came out reversed on the 

plate. Close examination of the H reveals that the cross bar is too low because the letter is upside down. 

If it can happen, some day it will! 

Just when the error was spotted is unknown. It is likely that it was found on December 23, 1926, 

when the proof with the engraved signatures was submitted for approval. Evidence to this effect is in the 

bottom margin of the proof where the words “approved: H. P. Dawson, Assistant Director” is stamped. 

There are hastily scribbled letters in front of “approved” that are now heavily blotted out. Using a bit of 

imagination, I convinced myself that the letters “dis” are under there. If so, the plate was corrected, and no 

errors were printed. No revised proof for the plate exists. The word “altered” is penciled in on the offending 

subject, so whoever wrote that probably also scratched out the “dis” in front of “approved.” 

The first printing from the plate after the signatures were added arrived at the Comptroller’s office 

January 12, 1927. The first sheet from that printing carried bank serial 2301, and it along with others were 

sent to the bank on January 20, 1927. 

A. L. Stoner replaced H. B. Thompson as cashier in 1928, so a new plate lettered E-F-G-H bearing 

the Forrest-Stoner engraved signature combination was prepared. It was approved for use March 3, 1928. 

The initial printing from it was delivered April 11, 1928, starting with sheet serial 4322. That sheet was 

sent to the bank on August 17, 1928. The last $5 Series of 1902 plain back sheet sent to the bank was serial 

Figure 9. Enlargement of the misspelled word “casiher” on the $5 Series of 1902 proof for The First National 

Bank of Pullman, Washington. Notice in the how the crossbar in the H on the right is low. Obviously, it was 

rolled in upside down along with the I, a wonderful human mistake I could easily make. 
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5820 in 1929. 

It is doubtful if any of the 2021 A-position notes with Forrest-Thompson signatures actually contain 

the error. However, if you have a $5 from the bank, it is worth a second look. 

This error was spotted by Mark Hotz as we were sorting the proofs in September, 2000. It is one of 

the strangest transfer errors that we have seen. 

MISPLACED NUMBER ON SERIES OF 1902 10-10-10-10 BACK 

The plate number was etched on the wrong side of a 10-10-10-10 back plate used to print Series of 

1902 date backs. The plate with the error carries number 46, and was certified for use by the Director of the 

Bureau of Engraving and Printing on May 8, 1913. The error was caught, the plate fixed, and the plate 

recertified June 9, 1913. This one was spotted by George Warner while sorting national currency backs at 

the Smithsonian in 2002. 

Sufficient time had elapsed before the plate was repaired for it to have been used. However, critical 

ledgers showing plate usage during that period are missing so actual use cannot be verified. If the plate was 

used, the error could turn up on any Series of 1902 date back national bank note printed from a 10-10-10-

10 plate during mid-1913. 

WRONG TITLES 

Wrong titles made their way to plates on 

rare occasions. One example involves a pair of 

5-5-5-5 Series of 1882 proofs found by Doug 

Walcutt for The National Bank of Newburgh, 

New York (468). The 5-5-5-5 Series of 1882 

plate certified November 18, 1882, for the bank 

when it was extended mistakenly read “The First 

National Bank.” The error was caught, the plate 

altered, and recertified December 1. The first 

sheets were received by the Comptroller’s office 

on January 24, 1883, so no errors were printed. 

Figure 10. Enlargement of the 

10-10-10-10 Series of 1902 back 

plate with the misplaced plate 

number 46 (right) and 

corrected version (left). 

Figure 11. “First” was accidentally placed on the 

plate for The National Bank of Newburgh, New 

York (468). The plate was altered to remove it 

prior to its use. 
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The case of the 5-5-5-5 Series of 1902 plate for The First National Bank of Mocanaqua, 

Pennsylvania (12349), was the same problem in reverse. “First” was inadvertently left out of the title block 

on a plate certified April 30, 1923. The mistake was spotted before the plate was used, and it was altered 

and recertified May 16, 1923. The first notes printed from it were shipped from the Bureau of Engraving 

and Printing to the Comptroller’s office on June 1, 1923. 

LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA (1558) 

It was February 2005. Tom Conklin was at the laptop. We were checking the titles on the proofs 

against my list of national bank titles for the country. The proofs were in state/charter/series/certification 

date order. The idea was to find the mistakes in my list and fix them. 

I was reading the proofs, Tom was checking the titles against my list on the computer. 

It was late in the task. We were on Virginia. We had looked at a few tens of thousands of proofs 

lately. I was getting punchy, maybe even a little jaded. The conversation went something like this. 

Huntoon: “The First National Bank OF [emphasis on the of] Lynchburg–no h in burg.” 

Conklin: “Ah, don’t have the bank.” 

Huntoon: “W’da ya, mean? Charter 3558. Three–five–five–eight, ya see it?” 

Conklin: “Haven’t got it!” 

Huntoon: “Maybe it’s an orphan” [a misfiled proof from another state]. I looked at the proof again: 

“No, it’s from Virginia!” 

Figure 12. “First” was accidentally omitted from this plate for The First National Bank of 

Mocanaqua, Pennsylvania (12349), and had to be added before it was used. 
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Conklin: “Not here!” 

Huntoon: “Hey, didn’t we just do this bank? I’ll go back and look for it in the stuff we just did. 

[pause] Hey! What’s the deal? This thing was never certified. We’ve got something strange here, maybe 

it’s good.” 

I grabbed Kelly’s old soft covered booklet: Note-Issuing National Banks, alphabetic by city name, 

numeric by charter number published in 1982. I am probably the only guy around who ever uses this book 

and I wear out a copy about every dozen trips to DC. In fact, I have sprinkled copies around my haunts at 

the Smithsonian and National Archives so I don’t have to carry them back and forth. The last time I 

requested a couple of copies from Don, he sent me an entire package of them. I spread them around, you 

know what I mean? Anyway, I looked up The First National Bank of Lynchburg. 

Huntoon: “It’s supposed to be charter 1558.” 

Conklin: “You said 3558, didn’t ya?” 

Huntoon: “Yeah, let me look at the proof again. [pause] Well what d’ya know, this thing has the 

wrong charter numbers all the way around! Look at that!” 

Conklin: “Wow!” 

Huntoon: “Never found one like this before. That’s why it’s not certified. They caught it.” 

Conklin: “Should’ve been 1558!” 

Huntoon: “Anyway, here’s the rest of the proofs where they belong.” 

Conklin: “Let me see it.” 

Huntoon: “Look at that, it was filed by charter number. See, right between 3515, Petersburg, and 

3570, Culpepper. Right where it belongs if ya’ weren’t real familiar with Virginia. I must have sorted 

Virginia. Maybe it was [Mark] Hotz, but he knows the place, and would’ve noticed this unless he was on 

automatic pilot then. Had to ’ve been me. Sort of remember doing the state. I like Virginia a lot, ya know. 

Lots of interesting banks in this state, particularly on that slice of Virginia on the other side of Chesapeake 

Bay. Those are rare banks over there. How’d I know this bank didn’t belong here? Pretty neat, eh! Ya know, 

Kathy and I went to a little town over there on the east side of the bay–Onancock–neat place, real upscale. 

Main drag passes through stately homes and ends at the bay.” 

Conklin: “Sounds like a neat place!” 

Huntoon: “Onancock had a bank too. I’ll show you the proof when it goes by. Also went to a place 

called Crisfield north of there in Maryland, also on the east side of the bay. We caught a ferry to Smith 

Island. They speak an old dialect of English and specialize in crab cakes over there. Don’t remember if 

Crisfield had a bank. I gotta ask Hotz if he sorted Virginia. If it was him, I gotta rub this in.” 

Conklin: “Nah, he ’da caught it!” 

Huntoon: “You’re right, couldn’t ’ve been him. [pause] I just found the 82 50-100 proof for 1558. 

This thing was certified in 1886. Gimme Van Belkum [Van Belkum’s brown book], gotta see what was 

bein’ chartered then.” 

Conklin: “What d’ya find out?” 

Huntoon: “Well look at this, will ya! The new banks chartered during1886 had numbers between 

3428 and 3612. They were in the three thousands when this extension order came along. Someone just 

assumed the number was 3558, not 1558. How ’bout that? This is fantastic! Never saw this before. Ya never 

know what you’re gonna find in this stuff!” 

Conklin: “This is a really neat error, you ought to write it up!” 

Huntoon: “Yeah, they had to roll in new charter numbers before they could certify the plate. Never 

saw that before. This is really great. We have the before and after proofs! People should eat this up.” 

Conklin: “Too bad they didn’t print any with the wrong number.” 

CONCLUSION 

To err is human, to forgive divine, to find is wealth. 
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Figure 13. Charter number 3558 was used all the way around instead of 

1558 on the top proof. Someone spotted the mistake so the plate was not 

certified. The siderographer had to roll 1558 from a new roll over all the 

3558s to correct the error. 
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