
Who Paid 
for Large Size 

National Bank Note Printing Plates 

People conserve resources in proportion to how much they have to pay for them. This fact of human 

nature is evident in plate usage by the bankers who operated note-issuing national banks. The pattern of 

which sheet combinations they ordered varied as legislation changed as to who paid for their plates. 

THE GOVERNMENT PAID INITIALLY 

The expenses of the Currency Bureau, which was managed by the Comptroller of the Currency, 

was designed to be self-sufficient under the terms of the acts of 1863 and 1864. Its operation was funded 

by a semi-annual tax of 0.5% against the outstanding circulations of the banks. All costs associated with 

the printing of national bank notes were included in this budget, including the costs for the printing plates, 

paper and printing operations. 

Nothing in the legislation placed any restrictions whatsoever on the denominations that the bankers 

could order. Human nature being what it is, and because there was no additional cost to them, many bankers 

simply ordered all the denominations that they could conceivably imagine using. Consequently, many small 

banks used 1-1-1-2, 5-5-5-5, 10-10-10-20 and 50-100 combinations, even though owing to small 

circulations, the total numbers issued from many of them amounted only to a handful of sheets. 

This readily explains why so many bankers utilized so many different plate combinations during 

the Original Series. The officers of The New York National Exchange Bank (345) efficiently selected sheet 

combinations that netted them all but the $500 and $1000 denominations in the fewest number of plates: 1-

1-1-2, 5-5-5-5, and 10-20-50-100. That bank had the distinction of being the only one in the country to 

utilize a 10-20-50-100 plate! 

A total of 24 different sheet combinations emerged during the Original Series and Series of 1875. 

There even was a 1-1-1-1 plate made for The First National Bank of Philadelphia (1). Notes were printed 

from it, but never sent to the bank. Most of the combinations were in the form of 4-subject sheets, but a few 

1- and 2-subject sheet combinations were available such as 500, 1000, 50-50, 50-100, 100-100 and 500-

1000. 

Of course, the big city bankers had to show they had muscle, so they ordered various combinations 
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Figure 1. Large banks ordered large denominations as a show of muscle at the outset of the 

national bank era. Many printings were small, some consisting of only a few sheets, because 

the notes didn’t circulate. The preparation of the plates at the time cost the bankers nothing! 

Why not order a few? They were neat to flash around. 
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of 500 and 1000 notes, even though those notes really didn’t circulate. The most wonderful example was 

The Western National Bank of Philadelphia (656) that utilized the only 500-500-500-1000 plate made. Only 

12 sheets were printed and issued from this extraordinary plate, all in the Original Series. The largest face 

value was a unique 1000-1000-1000-1000 made for The National Bank of Commerce in New York (733). 

BANKERS PAID BEGINNING IN 1874 

The following clause in Section 3 of an amendment to the National Bank Act passed June 20, 1874, 

remedied this nonsense by at least passing the cost of the plates along to the bankers. 
* * * and the associations hereafter organized shall also severally re-imburse to the Treasury the cost of 

engraving such plates as shall be ordered by each association respectively * * * 

The charge for plates at that time was $75 for a 4-subject and $50 for a 2-subject plate. The 

immediate impact was that new banks organized thereafter utilized fewer combinations. This is very evident 

if you compare the number of Original Series and Series of 1875 plates used by banks chartered before and 

after June 1874. 

The Act of July 12, 1882 allowed for a first 20-year extension. Part of the language in Section 6 of 

the act was carefully crafted to pass the costs of the plates for the extended banks on to the bankers as well. 

The law required that upon extension, the bankers were to receive notes: 
* * * as shall make them readily distinguishable from the circulating notes heretofore issued: provided 

however, That each banking association which shall obtain the benefit of this act shall reimburse to the 

Treasury the cost of preparing the plate or plates for such new circulating notes as shall be issued to it. 

Furthermore, the number of available sheet combinations was greatly reduced and standardized to 

5-5-5-5, 10-10-10-20 and 50-100 when the Series of 1882 was begun. Standardization greatly simplified 

bookkeeping, and even streamlined printing operations. 

Bankers who still were issuing Series of 1875 notes after 1882 could order non-standard 

combinations until the end of the Series of 1875 era. Two odd combinations were prepared at the Bureau 

of Engraving and Printing for exclusive use in the Series of 1875. The Second National Bank of Reading, 

Pennsylvania (2552), began using a 20-20-50-100 plate in early 1882, and The Metropolitan National Bank 

of Cincinnati, Ohio (2542), a 100-100 combination in mid-1883. 

The 10-10-10-10 combination was added to the list of standardized plates in 1906, and was 

available for use in the Series of 1882 and 1902. Full standardization to 4-subject plates was achieved in 

1910, when the 50-100 combination was phased out and replaced by the 50-50-50-100. 

REPLACEMENT PLATES 

One issue that was not addressed in the legislation was who paid for replacement plates and back 

plates. The legislation also did not consider imposing charges for refurbishing worn plates. It turns out that 

the Currency Bureau swallowed the costs for replacement plates up through June 30, 1910. This is explained 

in a letter dated May 15, 1911, from J. E. Ralph, Director, Bureau of Engraving and Printing, to A. P. 

Andrew, Assistant Secretary of the Treasury. 
The difference between the cost of engraving all the dies, rolls, and back and face plates for the past ten 

fiscal years and the amount of money paid by the banks to the Treasury, amounting to about $90,000, is 

due to the fact that the banks paid only for the initial face plate including necessary dies and rolls and not 

for duplicate sets of plates, for replacing wornout plates nor for back plates. The banks since the beginning 

of this fiscal year, at my request, are required by the Comptroller of the Currency to pay for duplicate 

plates. They are not required to pay for back plates which are common to all bank notes, but I see no reason 

why they should not pay for replacing wornout plates, which, it is believed, would also cover the cost of 

the back plates.

The charge for 4-subject plates, new or replacement, was $75 at the time Ralph wrote his letter. No 

charges were assessed against the banks for reentering plates to refurbish worn details either before or after 

1910. 

An amendment to the National Bank Act passed January 13, 1920, allowed for engraved signatures 

of the bank officers to be placed on the printing plates. The initial cost for this service was an additional 

$22 per plate. 
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A schedule of charges came into effect during the late 1920s that took into account whether the 

plate was new for the bank or a replacement, or if bank signatures were to be added to the plate. In cases 

where signatures were used, the charges varied according to whether one or both of the signatures were 

available from a previous plate, or if they had to be engraved. Here are some of the fees from the schedule 

of charges, all being for 4-subject plates. The billing records reveal that these fees varied between similar 

cases. 
new plate without bank signatures $130 
new plate with two new engraved bank signatures $166 
addition of new engraved bank signatures to an existing plate $53 
replacement plate without bank signatures $120 
replacement plate with two existing engraved bank signatures $128 
replacement plate with two new engraved bank signatures $156 

A bit of explanation is in order with regard to engraved signatures. Signatures were added to plates 

by engraving samples of the signatures submitted by the bankers onto a die. A transfer roll then had to be 

made from the die that was used to lay-in the signatures onto the plate. Obviously, if a transfer roll already 

had been made for an earlier plate, the charge was less than if a new die and roll were required. 
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Figure 2. The costs for plates at the end of the large note era reflected optional engraved 

signature add-ons. A replacement plate without signatures was $120, one with two new 

signatures cost $156. 
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